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Let our resident legal expert fight your fight 








Roger Gann 
campaign @futurenet.co.uk 


After first qualifying as a solicitor, 
Roger Gann was sucked into 

the dark world of computer 
journalism, and is now combining 
both these skills for your delight 





Roger Gann helps a buyer with a Dell online purchase, mixes it up 
with dabs.com (again), and congratulates Belkin and Seagate 


The wrong windows 
Judging by the number of MSCE 
qualifications hes racked up over the 
years, reader Kevan Vaultier is clearly 
no stranger to the world of PCs. 
However, all the qualifications in the 
world didn't prepare him for the 
problem he had completing his order 
for a new Dell PC when the mighty Dell 
ordering and fulfilment system got the 
better of him... 

“This story starts back on 9 May 
2004 when | ordered a Dell Dimension 
2400 for £297 The only upgrade from 
the default specification | chose was to 
have XP Pro installed. At the end of the 
ordering process, | just printed out the 
‘Thank You’ page that had my receipt 
number on it. | was surprised that the 
cost of the system was less than | 
expected, so | went to check It online. 
The page that you check on orders 
Stated that it takes 48 hours to appear, 
so no luck there. | didn't receive the 
email conformation of my order until 
the evening of 11 May. When | checked 
this, | found out the real reason for the 
cost being low — | only had XP Home 
on the system. | immediately went 


back to the Dell web page to correct 
the order but the computer had already 
been shipped (normally something | 
would give praise for!). 

“I've tried contacting lots of different 
departments to get this Dell computer 
up to the standard that | required to 
connect to an NT server. The first three 
emails were not even responded to. In 
the end, | resorted to finding as many 
emails for Dell that | could and sent the 
Same email to all of them. | offered to 
send back the XP Home CD and sticker, 
pay for the XP Pro that should have 
been provided and install the XP Pro 
myself. The last contact that | had with 
Dell was by telephone when it 
suggested that | buy XP Pro as an 
upgrade for £150. | refused because this 
is £100 more than | was going to pay if 
the order had gone though correctly.” 


I know that you have 
to be very careful when ordering 
online, particularly if you use a drop- 
down list to select an option. If you 
then use the mouse-wheel to scroll 
down the web page, it can change 
the selection you've made without 
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Dell's website uses radio buttons rather than drop-down option menus. This cuts down 
on the potential to make scroll-wheel mistakes, but things can still go wrong... 


you noticing it. In Dell's case, it uses 
radio buttons, so this ‘gotcha’ doesn't 
arise. Anyway, | passed on Kevan’'s 
complaint to Paula Warmer at Dell, my 
usual point of contact for Campaign 
correspondence, but before | knew it | 
got another email from Kevan, this 
time with a happy ending: 


Your opinions count 


If you have a gripe with a company, 
a compliment for one, or even a 
suggestion for future Campaign 
topics, we want to hear from you. 

To help us help you, please include 
all appropriate reference/serial 
numbers and your full contact details. 


®© campaign @futurenet.co.uk 

O Fax a printed letter to 
Campaign - 01225 732295 

MJ Send a printed letter to: 


“I've called Dell and have accepted the 
upgrade to XP Pro, something | had 
asked for back in May. At least I'll be able 
to turn on the computer now and attach Campaign, PC Plus, 
it to my network! So hat's off to Dell for ee 
‘Doing the Right Thing!” Bath BA1 2BW ' 
When all else fails 

Now this is an odd one, by Campaign 
standards at any rate. PC Plus reader 
Michael Jackson got into a bit of a 
barney with dabs.com about the format 
of their invoices. He writes: 

“| was interested to read about 
Michael Bishops difficulties with dabs. 
com (Dabs mix-up, PC Plus 221). Last 
year, after providing me with VAT invoices 
for my purchases, they suddenly 
decided to refuse VAT invoices to 
customers with ‘home user’ accounts. 
My unsuccessful efforts to get a VAT 
invoice eventually produced an offensive 
response from Steve Minshull, their so- 
called customer services manager, in 
which he accused me of VAT fraud. | 
wrote to the managing director, David 
Atherton, but received no reply. 

“| took the only action open to me: | 
resolved never to buy anything from 
dabs.com again. If Mr Bishop has now 
finally received the camera he bought 
from them, | recommend him to do the 
same. Id never noticed it before but | 
took a look at a recent receipt for 
something I'd bought from dabs.com 
and, sure enough, VAT details are 
conspicuous by their absence, even 
though you can tell from the number of 
columns on the form that space is 
available for this information.” 


rorum | http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


I passed on Michael's 
query to Louise Derbyshire, my 
contact at dabs.com. 
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dabs.com is perfectly entitled to 
omit VAT-related information 
from invoices, according to 
Customs and Excise. 


Louise Derbyshire at dabs.com 
replies: “This change did actually 
happen some months ago (I think 
over six months). On registration, 
customers are asked to choose 
whether they are a business or 
private/consumer customer and, in 
this case, Mr. Jackson had specified 
he was a private/consumer customer. 
Our standard practice is to provide ʻe- 
receipts’ to private/consumer 
customers and ‘e-VAT invoices’ for 
those registered as a business. 

“The previous response sent by 
dabs.com was inappropriately 
worded and | apologise on behalf of 
the company for any offence this 
many have caused Mr. Bishop. The 
correct course of action should have 
been to change the status of Mr. 
Bishop's account to ‘business’ so he 
would start to receive e-Invoices in 
the future. An invoice for the order in 
question has already been supplied.” 


Roger adds: | was surprised by the 
distinctions dabs.com draws 
between its business and consumer 
customers, so | called HM Customs 
and Excise. It seems that dabs.com is 
entitled to omit VAT information from 
receipts, as suppliers are only 
obliged to provide this information 
when they supply another VAT- 
registered business. 


Beware of online businesses 
that offer more than they can 
deliver. It’s best to do some 
research beforehand. 
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Intuit threesome 

Like waiting for a bus, you hear no 
complaints about a company for ages 
and then a bunch of them come along 
at once. And so it is with Intuit, 
purveyor of bean-counting software. 
This month, | have no less than three 
complaints about this company. One is 
from Terry Ashbridge: 

“I've run my personal finances on 
my home PC using Intuits Quicken for 
four years and, on the whole, | think it is 
a good application, even upgrading from 
Quicken 2000 to the 2002 version. I've 
now received a letter from Intuit who, as 
part of service ‘improvements’, are to 
discontinue the facility of being able to 
download banking and stock market 
information into all earlier versions of 
Quicken other than the current one. To 
upgrade to Quicken 2004 would cost 
between £32 and £45. | would then be 
able to continue to download financial 
information for two years after which, | 
assume, | would have to upgrade again. 
In other words, Intuit is proposing to 
change from the one-off purchasing 
model to annual licensing.” 


Roger replies: | put this complaint to 
John Stoddart, the communications 
manager at Intuit in the UK. 


“Most areas [of Quicken’s 
website] seem to be 
available only for people 
who register and pay for 
additional support” 


John Stoddart of Intuit replies: 
“Firstly, the basic functionality of the 
program remains intact and safe to 
use. Online banking and stock 
market data feeds have ongoing 
data and infrastructure cost to us 
and, rather than go down something 
like a monthly subscription route to 
pay for these, we ask customers to 
upgrade to retain access to these 
services. As a company, we need to 
find some way of paying for these 
ongoing services. We add two years 
worth of costs into the price and 
keep the software competitive. If we 
built five or ten years of ongoing 
services into the initial purchase 
price, then the purchase price would 
be dramatically higher and might 
appear as less good value for 
money, especially for customers 
who don't use data and banking 
services very much. 

“It is now an Intuit policy to 
actively support the last two 
releases of a program but we do 
provide online support for earlier 
versions via FAQs. Regular Quicken 
customers receive special deals to 
upgrade to new versions because we 


do appreciate their business. This 
year, the discount was 25 per cent off 
the suggested retail price and we 
think this offers the best balance 
between providing access to all the 
functionality and recognising loyalty 
to Quicken.” 


The final complaint comes from Mr 
John Simpson: “On Friday 25 June, | 
downloaded QuickenXG on to a Dell 
computer that | use for Internet access. 
| set it up on that machine as | wanted 
to check it would work properly before | 
risked putting it on my Dan computer, 
which is where | have my old copy of 
Quicken and all my accounts 
information. | foresaw no problems in 
doing this as the sales letter clearly 
States you can ‘Install Quicken on up to 
three computers’. 

“When | went to install it, | got a 
message saying, ‘This is not the 
computer it was originally installed on.’ 
| then tried the Quicken website, which 
provides no help for download 
problems. Most areas seem to be 
available only for people who register 
and pay for additional support, which 
does not seem to tally with Quickens 
claim to provide customer satisfaction.” 


Roger replies: John had no luck 
getting through on the phone to 
Intuit tech support either. In the end, 
he gave up and requested a refund. | 
also put John’s complaint to John 
Stoddart. He confessed there had 
been problems... 

“We did have a temporary issue 
with one of our activation servers, 
which has now been successfully 
resolved. That should mean there 
will be no recurrence of the problems 
that John suffered. We're sensitive to 
these irregular technical problems. 
So, we're changing the activation 
process next year and that should 
stop the sorts of problem that John 
encountered happening again. We 
did recently move office at about the 
time John downloaded Quicken and 
that, combined with new product 
launches, did see our technical call 
volumes rise. We're aware that 
customer service levels fell below 
expectations during that time and 
were working hard and making 
changes to improve that. But we 
regret that John wasn't able to speak 
to one of our technical support 
engineers because we feel we could 
have quickly resolved his issue. All 
we can Say is sorry and inform him 
that the process is being changed. 

“Quicken, as with all Intuit 
financial software, comes with a 
customer Satisfaction guaranteed 
refund. We are proud of it because it 
means customers don't lose out. We 
will refund the purchase price 
without quibble.” 





GOOD GUYS OF THE MONTH 


Seagate and Belkin 


Even as far away as Australia, good service rears its beautiful head for the benefit of our readers 
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Seagate, along with Belkin this month, is a worthy recipient of our ‘Good 


guys’ monthly pat on the back. 


Seagate 


Once upon a time, it seems that hard disks never failed but, just recently, 
there seems to have been a spate of them, at least anecdotally in my case. | 
was lucky — my IBM Deskstar was actually covered by an unfeasibly large 
five-year warranty. Better still, Hitachi, the new owner of IBMs hard disk 
business, actually honoured the rather generous warranty. | had to ship it to 
somewhere in Holland but, after a couple of weeks, | got a replacement 
drive, free of charge! Alan Downing has a similar heart-warming tale: 

“| had an 80GB hard drive start to drop clusters at the beginning of the 
drive where the OS resides. This caused hours of reloading the OS, as the 
surface faults caused corruption of vital OS files. Seatools, Seagate's diagnostic 
software reported that the drive was defective and required replacement. 

“| attempted to get the drive replaced under its three-year warranty via the 
Australian agent, as | now live far away from the retailer where | purchased 
the drive, but quite close to the agent's premises. The agents employee was 
quite unhelpful, maintaining that they might not have imported the drive. 

‘An email to Seagate was responded to within 24 hours, reporting that the 
drive was imported by the agent, was inside its warranty period and guided 


Nokia rip-off 

No, this is nothing to do with the high 
cost of mobile telephony, but more to 
do with shady online vendors taking 
the money and failing to cough up with 
the goods paid for David Morgan 
needed a new battery for his Nokia 
9710 mobile, ordered and paid for one 
from www.irwebonline.com and got 
zilch in return. He writes: 

“| ordered a replacement battery for 
my Nokia 9210 from on 6 May this year. 
| paid by Switch. The price was very 
good and, as | didn't really want to 
spend too much on an out of warranty 
phone, it suited me. However, after a 
few days had passed, still nothing had 
arrived. There were no emails to 
explain why there was a delay. It wasn't 
until 2 June that | eventually managed 
to speak to Mr Simon Birley, the owner. 


He promised me that he would send 
my order out as soon as he received 
new stock. He led me to believe that | 
would receive the battery on 9 June. 
But the battery still didn't arrive.” 


Roger replies: Despite his repeated 
efforts, David is still without his 
battery. After several weeks, he sent 
Simon Birley an email clearly 
cancelling the order and requesting a 
refund. He has also phoned on a 
number of occasions but Mr Birley 
never answers. However, his website 
is still offering goods for sale, 
including the battery David ordered. 
A quick ‘Google’ on the 
newsgroups reveals that Mr Birley is 
no stranger to complaints like this. | 
suspect that he depends on the fact 
that the amounts involved are too 





me to the method of claim over the web. Properly parcelled, | 
dispatched the drive to the address Seagate had provided within 
Australia, and a replacement appeared within five working days, 
delivered to my home address by courier. The only cost to me was the 
postage from my home address to the Australian address provided by 
Seagate in the documentation provided at their website (just $5).” 


Roger replies: Top marks to Seagate, but they might like to 
consider finding an Australian agent that mirrors their excellent 
UK-based customer support. 


Belkin 


I've never thought Belkin kit was particularly competitively priced but | 
don't mind paying a bit more if you get good service, which certainly 
what Duncan Souter got when his Belkin mouse expired: 

“| thought | would write to share the fantastic service | received 
from Belkin. My optical mouse packed up after two years. | completed 
a returns request form on the Belkin website on Saturday 12 June and 
received a replacement mouse on the 15th. Amazing service. Hey! 
What took ‘em so long? (just kidding!)” E 
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Even after two years of use, our reader's optical mouse, originally bought 
from Belkin, was replaced. This is belkin’s online warranty claims form. 


small for customers to bother 
chasing — the battery was less than 
a tenner. David's options are limited 
here. He could issue proceedings but 
| suspect he might be throwing good 
money after bad, given the small 
amount involved. If David had used 
a credit card, he might have been 
able to ask for a ‘charge-back’ but, 
in this case, he used a Switch card. 
Obtaining money by deception is a 
criminal offence and | suppose David 
could pay a visit to his local nick 
but, again, | can't see them being 
enthusiastic about prosecuting. 
Moral of the tale? Before doing 
business with outfits you've never 
heard of before, spend five minutes 
on Google newsgroups and message 
forums — you'll be surprised at what 


you turn up. PCP 
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BUYERS’ RIGHTS 











Roger Gann 
roger.gann @futurenet.co.uk 


Roger qualified as a solicitor 
before delving into journalism 
and computing. He combines 
these skills to great effect! 


Consumer Law exists to protect us, says Roger Gann, yet we often 
fall foul of unscrupulous vendors and let them get away with It 


ithout a doubt, the consumer electronics 
\ | industry (which includes computers), currently 

offers tremendous value for money. Today, your 
pound goes much further than it used to. Part of the 
spectacular fall in prices is down to technological 
advances but some of it can be attributed to competition 
among vendors, and, in particular, PC vendors. It’s a cut- 
throat market they’ve decided to do business in - witness 
the regularity with which PC sellers go bust - and when 
you're operating on wafer-thin margins, there’s simply no 
room for niceties and half-decent customer service (or so 
the excuses go). 

When things work well, as they almost invariably do, 
the customer gets a fantastic deal, with plenty of bang per 
buck. But as soon as the customer has to revert to the 
vendor because of a problem, it can be a very different 
experience. Customer service costs money, and when 
there’s precious little meat on the bone, you don’t need a 
Masters of Business Administration qualification from the 
Harvard Business School to work out where ‘efficiencies’ 
can be found. As a result, the old selling adage, “the 
customer is always right” has gone the way of all flesh 
long before the turn of the century. 

The problems associated with modern levels of 
customer service is compounded by the way most of us 
buy our PC kit: via mail order and typically over the 
Internet. When we have a problem or query, we're dealt 
with by a faceless, nameless ‘service agent’ at a call centre 
- a process that seems to drive most of us crazy, and 
that’s without being made to listen to an appalling 
rendition of ‘Greensleeves’. 

Vendors argue, with some veracity, that their business 
models offer fair deals for punters. After all, if you want 
low prices, you can’t expect good customer service, too. 
Unfortunately, in their efforts to become even more 


efficient, many vendors seek to throw those legal 
obligations they owe their customers on to the 
manufacturers that supply the goods, making them 
directly responsible for repairs or replacements. This is, at 
the very least, inconvenient for the customer. As a result, 
they have to wait so much longer for their goods to be 
repaired or replaced. 

I've come across a couple of customers that were made 
to wait many weeks for dabs.com to replace defective 
memory it had sold. Dabs.com argued that the defective 
goods had to be sent back for testing and repair. Clearly, 
what it should have done is test the DIMMs itself (a trivial 
10-minute task) and replace them on the spot, return the 
defective goods to the original vendor for credit, and spare 
its customers hassle (and perhaps create goodwill along 
the way). Sadly, this exercise in time-wasting isn’t 
confined to dabs.com. In my experience, this is common 
practice among most online vendors. 


Consumer protection 
Of course, when it comes to bending rules, there’s one set 
of rules PC vendors can’t ignore and that’s the law of the 
land. For more than a hundred years, the UK has 
implemented a range of laws designed to protect 
consumers; laws that try to even out the wildly different 
bargaining positions most consumers find themselves in 
when dealing with large retailers. Even so, despite strong 
consumer laws, the advice given by retailers to customers 
is often misleading and sometimes completely wrong. 
Retail staff are often clueless about the responsibilities 
consumer law imposes on sellers, and blithely quote 
‘company policy’ as if it overrides the statute book. 
They’re wrong! 

Before we go on to describe the protection the law 
specifically offers consumers, it’s important to remind 
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DOING RESEARCH 


Related websites you may find 
useful... 


Find your local Trading 
Standards Office through the 
Trading Standards website: 
www.tradingstandards.gov.uk 


Read more about the Sale of 
Goods Act on the DTI website: 
www.dti.gov.uk /ccp/topics1/ 
saleandsupply.htm 


Read more about the sale of 
goods and services on the 
Trading Standards website: 
www.tradingstandards.gov. 
uk /cgi-bin/calitem. 

cei? file-ADV0043-1011.txt 


The BBC also includes a useful 
range of links (and documents 
to download) in its Consumer 
Law section: www.bbc.co.uk/ 
watchdog/suides_to/ 
consumerlaw/ 


First enacted in 1895, the Sale 
of Goods Act has been revised 
since then to take heed of the 
changing consumer marketplace. 
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BUYERS’ RIGHTS 


“Not only must the goods be of 


satisfactory quality, they must 
always be ‘as described’ and ‘fit for 
the purpose’ they're intended for” 


ourselves that these laws are typically restricted to 
consumers and not to those who buy goods in the course 
of their business. Businesspeople are deemed more 
‘worldly’ and therefore not in need of protection of the law, 
at least not to quite the same degree as hapless consumers! 

As a basic legal principle, ‘caveat emptor’ applies to all 
purchases (translated from Latin, it means “let the buyer 
beware,” ie the burden is on the purchaser to ensure that 
the transaction is kosher), and it’s too late to ask questions 
after the deal has been struck. Against this general rule, 
there are three main pieces of legislation that offer 
consumers protection against unscrupulous vendors. 
They are: 


e Sale of Goods Act 1979 

e Sale & Supply of Goods to Consumers 
Regulations 2003 

e Consumer Protection (Distance Selling) 
Regulations 2000 


Also worthy of note are the Trade Descriptions Act 1968, 
Unfair Contract Terms Act 1977 and the Consumer Credit 
Act 1975. This last act is important as it makes the credit 
card issuer and the seller jointly liable for a transaction, 
just so long as it’s more than £100. So, if your PC supplier 
goes belly-up and you paid by credit card, you can 
approach the credit card issuer for a refund if the PC fails 
to turn up. The moral of the tale is this: always use a credit 
card for your purchases. This way, you get two bites at the 
consumer protection cherry. 

Surely everyone who’s seen BBC1’s Watchdog show 
must now be familiar with the requirements of the Sale of 
Goods Act (SOGA). It states that the goods you buy must 


The Sale of Goods Act 





EC DIRECTIVE 1999/44/EC ON CERTAIN ASPECTS OF THE SALE OF 
CONSUMER GOODS AND ASSOCIATED GUARANTEES 


PART 2: SUMMARY OF THE MAIN PROVISIONS OF THE DIRECTIVE 


Purpose 


The Directive aims to encourage consumers to take full advantage of the Single 
Market setting out common minimam standards of corsurmer rights throughout 
the European Union, in addition to the provisions on consumers” rights In relation 
to defective products, the directive also contains provisions on guarantees given 
to consumers without extra charye 


Contormity 


The Directive contains a general requirement that the seller must defiver goods to 
the consumer which conform with the contract of sale. The Directive apples to 
sales by à person in the course of their trade, Inetiness oF profession but mot to 
sales by private individams 


“Consumer goods” are defined as any tangible mowatle Rom, with the exception 
of goods sotd by way of execution ar otherwise hy authority of law; water and gas 
where they are not put up for sale in a Senited volume, or set quantity, and 
e@ectricty. Second hand goods are covered 


The consumer bs Gefined as “any natural person acting for purposes which are not 
related to thelr trade, business or profession” 
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The European Union's Distance Selling Regulations are, at long 
last, in force in the UK. Thanks to the DSR, you're now entitled to 
return most mail order goods within seven days for a full refund. 
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MICROSOFT HOME EDITION (RETAIL) END-USER LICENSE 
AGREEMENT FOR MICROSOFT SOFTWARE 
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Although the end-user licensing agreement for Windows XP 
explicitly provides for a refund if you reject its terms, the 
chances of you actually getting a refund are slim to nonexistent. 


be of satisfactory quality; there should be no faults or 
defects in components or design at the time of 
manufacture that affect appearance or make the product 
unusable or unsafe. In practice, many shops offer a returns 
or exchange policy, but this is pure goodwill and not a 
legal obligation. I’ve yet to come across a PC retailer that 
has such a customer-friendly policy, however. 

Not only must the goods be of satisfactory quality, they 
must also be ‘as described’ and ‘fit for the purpose’. In 
other words, they should be capable of undertaking the 
task they’re described as being able to do. I can think of 


A concise, yet essential, guide to knowing what's what when it comes to shopping 


Under the Sale of Goods Act, the 
law states that goods must be: 


1 Of satisfactory quality — they 
must meet the standard that a 
reasonable person 
e-| would regard as 
"| acceptable, bearing 
in mind factors such 
as the way they were 
described, their cost 
and any other relevant 
circumstances. Goods 
must be free from 
defects, even minor 
ones, except where 
they've been brought 
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to your attention by the seller, eg if 
the goods are ‘shop-soiled’. 


2 Fit for their purpose, including 
any particular purpose mentioned 
by you to the seller. The goods need 
only be fit for the purpose, but the 
seller is liable even if they're not. 


3 As described on the package, or 
on a display sign or by the seller. If 
a PC is sold with Norton Antivirus, 
you should get the real thing and 
not a time-limited OEM version. 


All goods bought or hired from a 
trader, whether from shops, street 


markets, mail order catalogues 
or websites, are covered by these 
rights. This includes goods bought 
in sales. Speed of complaint is 
important — if you delay, you can be 
deemed to have accepted the goods. 
You don't have to accept a 
replacement or a free repair instead 
of cash. You're entitled to the return 
of your money if the goods are 
faulty, or not as described, or not fit 
for their purpose. You're not legally 
obliged to return faulty goods to the 
seller at your own expense, either. 
If an item is bulky and would be 
expensive to return to the shop, ask 
the seller to collect it from you. E 





one vendor (Scan Computers) that, rather extraordinarily, 
places the responsibility on the customer to ensure 
compatibility of any goods it sells, both with the existing 
components within your system and with any other goods it 
happens to sell to you. How fair is this? Not very. I suspect 
that this particular term of its terms and conditions is not 
enforceable. 

So, how do these SOGA terms translate into consumer 
protection? Very simply. If something you’ve bought fails to 
satisfy any of the SOGA criteria, you can return it to the 
seller for a full refund, provided this is done within a 
reasonable time of the sale. The law is silent as to what 
constitutes a reasonable time but, as regards PC kit, I would 
venture that no later than a couple of weeks is ‘reasonable’. 
Certainly, you should inspect the goods promptly on 
delivery. If faults don’t appear for several months (for 
instance, after you’ve had some benefit from the goods), then 
your right to a cash refund diminishes and repair or 
replacement are fairer alternatives. 

Traders often offer credit notes instead of a refund, such 
as a piece of paper on which the trader has written a promise 
to provide goods in exchange for its value. You don’t have to 
accept a credit note if you’ve bought faulty or mis-described 
goods, so don’t be fobbed off with one. Remember, your 
contract is with the seller, not the manufacturer, and while a 
manufacturer’s warranty gives you an extra layer of comfort, 
your primary source of redress is the seller and nobody else. 


SOGA updates 


SOGA was most recently reinforced by the Sale & Supply of 
Goods to Consumers Regulations 2002, which came into 
force in March 2003, alongside the Distance Selling 
regulations. This new set of regulations significantly 
enhances the protection offered by the SOGA by switching 
the burden of proof from the consumer to the seller. 

Previously, it was assumed that goods were perfect when 
sold and it was down to the consumer to prove that they 
were defective. Now, if goods are defective, the seller has to 
prove that the goods were in perfect condition when sold, for 
a period of six months after the sale. So, if a fault arises 
within six months of purchase, it will be presumed to have 
existed at the time of delivery. 

Under the original SOGA, the only legal remedy for 
defective goods was a refund (or, effectively, damages for 
breach of contract). The new regulations now give 
consumers the right to request a repair or replacement if 
goods are faulty, which is useful if faults develop after the 
first six months. And, taking into account the expected 
lifespan of the goods in question, a consumer can ask for a 
repair or replacement of faulty goods at any time up to six 
years (five in Scotland) after purchase. Bearing in mind PC 
vendors’ current tendency to pass the buck by moving 
defective goods back up the supply chain, to avoid time- 
wasting ’d recommend immediate rejection of all defective 
goods and insist on a prompt refund. Don’t accept a repair 
in the first instance. 

If it's impossible or disproportionately more expensive to 
do as the customer requests, sellers are entitled to provide 
the other remedy. For example, if it’s impossible to repair 
a product, they can offer a replacement instead. If both 
repair and replacement are not practical options, or are 
more costly than providing an appropriate partial or full 
refund, they can offer a refund depending on how much 
benefit the consumer has had from the goods. This is called 
‘rescission’ and the seller doesn’t have to refund 100 per 
cent of the original cost. Additionally, any guarantees offered 
by the manufacturer or retailer are now legally binding and 





BUYERS’ RIGHTS 
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Online 


Welcome to Money Claim Online 


Money Claim Online (MCOL) is the Court Service's 
Internet based service for claimants and 


Money Claim Online is a simple, convenient and 
secure way of making or responding to a money service. 
claim on the internet. 


I am a claimant ©) I am a defendant | 


Someone owes me 
defendants. money and I wish to 
start or continue a 
claim, using the online 


I have received a cl 
pack from the court} 
wish to respond to 
claim made against 
using the online 
service. 


Crown copyright material on this site is subject to Crown copyright protection unless otherwise indicated. 








Ultimately, the law is there to protect consumers, and if a seller won't refund you, you may have to 
sue them to get your money back. This is a simple task, made simpler by the Money Claim Online 


website, which lets you lodge your claim over the Internet. 


have to be written in plain language with clear details 
on how to make a claim. They must also be available 
to view before buying. 

If you have a dispute with a company providing a 
service rather than goods, such as on-site maintenance, 
or an Internet Service Provider, consumers have the 
benefit of the protection offered by the Supply of Goods 
and Services Act 1982. This requires a supplier of a 
Service in England, Wales & Northern Ireland to ensure 
services are delivered within a reasonable time, at a 
reasonable rate, and with reasonable care and skill. In 
Scotland, such contracts are subject to Common Law. 


Arm’s length selling 

With the arrival of the European single market, the EU 
sought ways to encourage customers to shop all over 
mainland Europe. Inevitably, that meant mail order 
shopping would have to be promoted if the single 
market was to become a reality. But mail order 
customers are at a profound disadvantage compared to 
those who buy from shops; customers visiting 


Windows OS refunds 


The difficulties of having pre-installed software 


Most PCs these days ship with Windows inseparable and all you can do is return 
the whole PC for a full refund! See 
www.windowsrefund.net for more 
information on this fascinating issue. E 


pre-installed. But perhaps you don't 
actually want Windows; maybe you'd 
be happier using another OS, such as 
Linux. Well, the good news is that, if 
you don't want Windows, you can get a 
refund (that’s the theory, anyway). The 
‘End User License Agreement’ (EULA) of 
Windows XP states: “If you do not agree, 
do not install, copy, or use the software; 
you may return it to your place of 
purchase for a full refund, if applicable.” 
As we've seen, actually obtaining 
a software refund can be well-nigh 
impossible. Things are very different 
for pre-installs: it would appear from 
the standard OEM EULA for XP that 
refunds are not possible. Hardware 
and software are seemingly treated as 





More than we can fit here, the Windows 
Refund website goes into detail regarding the 
intricacies of pre-installed software. 
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BUYERS’ RIGHTS 


SOFTWARE REFUNDS 


Consumer protection legislation 
applies equally to software 

as hardware, though you 

might not think so judging 

by the fact that most sellers 
won't refund software that’s 
been ‘opened’. Clearly, they're 
trying to prevent unscrupulous 
buyers from copying it and then 
getting a refund. However, | 
believe that terms like this are 
blatantly unfair. At the very 
least, they're not enforceable 
and are quite possibly illegal. sae 

For a start, such a contractual — i ae ted aes 
term is almost certainly covered Industry (DTI). 

by the Unfair Contract Terms Do you know your rights when shopping? Experienced 
Act 1975, because it's wholly 1S ee ee ee ka 
unreasonable. Secondly, the 
software licence is typically je easa eomm aaiabansar cal 


only found inside the packing, more. This will enable you to tackle your consumer 
which entails opening the Peewee problems as well as helping you to make informed 


decisions before buying goods and services. 
3 say INFORMATION SOURCES 
package to read it, or it’s 
displayed during installation. 
How can you be bound to 


The web is full of excellent consumer advice sites, but the 
Consumer Gateway (www.consumer.gov.uk), run by the 
Department of Trade & Industry, is a good place to start. 


z J- 
{ 


f 


HOLIDAYS & TRAVEL 
HOME IMPROVEMENTS 
MONEY & FINANCE 
SAFETY AT HOME 
SHOPPING 
€-SHOPPING 
SCAMS 


UTILITIES 


SEARCH 


If you cannot find the topic you are looking for, you 
might want to look at our information sources section. 


FEEDBACK 


DISCLAIMER 


The DTI is responsible for the Governments’ consumer 


accept the terms of a software 
licence if you're not allowed to 
read it? ‘Conditions subsequent’ 
(terms imposed after the 


policy, but we do not provide advice on individual 
consumer problems or complaints. You will need to 
contact your local Trading Standards Department, 
Citizens Advice or the Office of Fair Trading for help. 
The Consumer Gateway has links to their websites, 





deal has been struck) aren't 


recognised under English law. bricks-and-mortar shops can examine what they’re 


buying to ensure suitability, but when you buy via mail 
order, you're denied this luxury. You have to order goods 
unseen and pray that they’re exactly what you want or 
expect. The aim of the Distance Selling regulations is to 
level the retail playing field somewhat. 

The Distance Selling regulations apply to both goods 
and services, where the contract is made without any 
face-to-face contact between supplier and consumer. 
Once again, business transactions are specifically 
excluded. The regulations are enforced by the Office of 
Fair Trading, Local Trading Standard Departments in 
England, Scotland and Wales. 

The Distance Selling regulations, which came into 
force in the UK in March 2003, 
seeks to give the mail order 


Victorian medicinal cures lie at the 
heart of modern consumer law. It 
started with the Carbolic Smoke Ball's 
promise of immunity to influenza! 















se pus suuunsnaray woos ANSE customer the same shopping 
| ~~ N MO KE B ALL advantages enjoyed by the personal 
CARBO LI P shopper. Under the DSR, when you 
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rippen 


seller has to: 





1 Provide customers with specified 
information before they order 
2 Send them an order 
confirmation 
3 Give them the chance to cancel 
the contract, and 
4 Goods must be delivered within 
30 days unless agreed otherwise. 


The consumer then has a seven 
day ‘cooling-off’ period in 
which they can withdraw from 
the contract for any reason. 
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soon as the order has been 
made, and ends (in the case 
of services) seven working 
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e The terms of any marasfectrer t guarantee ard after sales service val be induaded wifin the donstents 
accompanying the goods 


o We re wiling to provide advice to you ri accordance mith the conditons below. 


g) Advice given by ws to you 


eVe ae aiweys prepared to offer advice about De goods mduding advice about retaliation, compelidlly, 
configureten, and product upgrades, 


We know the general purpose for which you require our Qoods and we mil take reasonable care when gring 
you any acer. 


e Meut knowing the particuly aonicaton for riuh you require pur Goods and the exact speoficaten and 
configuration of any exeting system rio which you interd to instal ow goods we camet and do not warrant 
the sutebiity of any of our goods for your perticuler purpose 


» We do offer a sernce whereby we wi rstell our goods into your ensting system, If you ask us to do thet, 
we ran warrant the auitahaty of the goods installed by us 


h) Your responsibilities 


«It is your responsbity to ensure compètbëty of any goods offered for sale by us both with the exstng 
components within your system and with ary other Goods offered tor sair by Ls. 

itis your responsbéty to ensure proper netallabon af our goods into your essing system. 

eitis yar respanshdty to ensure that wherever necessary yeu access the web str ip 
download any mevestary product upgrades (induding divers and manuals), 


Voluntary code for the return of goods by you to us 
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IMPORTANT: in nanda crcumetences the prowmons of the voluntary code may be more or less 
favourable to you than your statutory rights. You are free to enthdraw Fon the aperadon of the code at any 
Gere ated parta yrs clabutiry rihi TI yous are m arty dadi abel your clatisiory tihide you may week bo 
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@ internet 


We know it’s boring but it's a good idea to read the terms and 
conditions before doing business with anyone. Many vendors 
include terms that try to reduce your consumer rights. 


days after the day the order was made, or, in the case 
of goods, seven working days after the day of receipt 
of the goods. 

So, for whatever reason, if you don’t like or want the 
goods yovu’ve ordered, you can return them. They don’t 
have to be faulty. A ‘restocking’ fee is illegal in these 
circumstances. Where the consumer notifies the supplier 
in writing that they wish to cancel the contract, they must 
be fully refunded within 30 days. 

The cooling-off period and right to cancel don’t 
apply to contracts for goods made to the customer’s 
specification. Many PCs are made to order these days 
and, so, may be excluded. But I suspect any exclusion is 
meant to apply to custom goods that are made 
specifically for one person, and hence not for resale. This 
is not the case with the ‘parts bin’ that constitutes the 
modern PC. Also excluded are CD, DVD and tapes with 
software, audio or video (if unsealed). 

If you want to return mail order goods under the 
provisions of the DSR, you'll probably be liable for the 
return shipping costs. However, sellers mustn’t charge 
more than the direct costs of recovery of the goods, 
such as postage or, for larger items, the cost of courier 
collection. As some PC vendors charge outrageous 
delivery fees of up to £50, often it's much cheaper to 
arrange return carriage yourself. 


The last resort 


Litigation, in other words. When you've exhausted all 
other avenues and you still can’t get satisfaction from 
your seller, there’s only one thing left you can do: sue 
them! It sounds like drastic measures but it’s not only 
simple to do, it’s inexpensive and highly effective, and 
you start with the advantage of having the law on your 
side! The arrival of a debt summons has been known to 
suddenly and miraculously concentrate a supplier’s 
mind. For claims up to £5,000, you can use the Small 
Claims Procedure in the County Court, which uses 
informal arbitration-like meetings to settle disputes. Costs 
vary, with court fees starting at £30 for claims up to 
£300, but you can recover your fees when you win. 
Claims can even be initiated online. Go to www. 
courtservice.gov.uk/mcol/index.htm for more 
information on this. PCP 





BROADBAND SOLUTIONS 


Rural broadband 





ADSL has transformed the way Britain does business, for those who can get It. 
Davey Winder looks at alternative broadband solutions for those who can't 





Davey Winder 


waveysweb @futurenet.co.uk 


Davey Winder is an award- 
winning technology journalist 
and a founder member of the 

Internet Society of England 
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PENSKY 


proxy 


E Y Internet ` 


hat are you options If you can’t get ADSL? 
\ \ Maybe your offices are ‘too far from the 

exchange’ or ‘your exchange isn’t due for 
upgrade until next year’, or whatever excuse BT is rolling 
out currently, to explain why the UK ADSL ‘blanket 
coverage has some holes that need patching. You could 
pursue the ‘fibre option’, which we used to refer to as a 
‘leased line’, but these remain financially out of reach to 
all but the most prosperous of small businesses. ISDN 
has been a popular ‘halfway house’ and with an ISP that 
supports ‘dual channel bonding’, it’s possible to get a 
perfectly respectable 128Kbps link up and running. 
This, however, requires the use of two lines and will 
double your telephone costs. 

The sad fact is that you could easily get trapped in 
an ADSL ‘hole’. Unless, for instance, you can interest 
other businesses around you in a community-led drive 
for wireless Internet access; where the closest ADSL 
connection (or dedicated leased line) is shared by 
‘leap frogging’ from wireless repeater to repeater, 
until it reaches your offices. This technique requires 
a great amount of personal dedication and drive, 
technical knowledge and a hefty initial investment. 

If the thought of rallying your business neighbours 
makes you shudder then there is a ‘third way’ 
available to you: satellite, one of the oldest methods 
of delivering the Internet. 


Sat stats 

Did you know that the first Internet node in the UK, 
located at the UCL Department of Computing Science, 
used a satellite with a data transfer rate of 9.6Kbps 
between London and the US? Things have come a long 
way since then, although the history of satellite Internet 
provision to the consumer and SME has been littered 
with good intentions and failed schemes. It seems the 


Satellite 
connection 


Existing 
modem 
= connection , 
ia — Receiver 





There are so many layers involved in getting your data from space, so you should expect latency 


issues to affect the service. 


time could at last be right to invest in the technology; 
at least until ADSL reaches your business. This might 
seem like an odd statement to make, given that BT has 
made significant inroads rolling out ADSL, at last. 
Recent Ofcom figures show that there are more than 
four million UK subscribers, rising at a rate of 40,000 
per month, with the Office for National Statistics 
reporting a 101% year-on-year increase in broadband 
connections between 2003 to 2004. 


Orbital issues 

BT claims that 90% of homes and businesses are within 
reach of ADSL services, and with more than 2000 
exchanges due to be upgraded by summer 2005 that 
will provide an ‘ADSL reach’ of 99.6%. Surely, this 
doesn’t leave much of a market for the sellers of 
alternative solutions? Not according to Mike Locke of 
BeyonDSL, who told us that “this still leaves at least 
100,000 dwellings without access, and 100,000 
customers are worth having,” Of course, companies such 
as Mike’s will also roll out ADSL to satellite customers 
wishing to upgrade when the technology becomes 
available. BeyonDSL are a ‘Master Distributor’ for 
Eutelsat Opensky, which was literally launched on 27 
September 2003, when the e-Bird satellite dedicated to 
broadband Internet provision, was launched into 
geostationary orbit at 33 degrees east. 

There are two important points here, the 
geostationary orbit of 22,000 miles above the Earth 
takes 24 hours for each rotation, the same as the Earth 
itself, leading to the effect of the satellite being 
‘stationary’, so your dish doesn’t have to track it around 
the night sky while covering large planetary footprints. 
Secondly, Opensky gets a shoe into the consumer 
market, as it orbits close enough to the UK digital TV 
position of 28.2 degrees east/28.5 degrees east that’s 
used by Sky, the BBC and ITV to allow one dish to 
receive both signals. In turn, this helps the small 
business, which can jump aboard the satellite wagon at 
a consumer price point. Opensky can deliver HTTP, 
HTTPS, FTP and SOCKS protocols, while MPEG-4 
streams for Windows Media Player are also provided, 
encapsulated within a DVB MPEG-2 Transport Stream 
at the satellite uplink. The stream is decapsulated when 
received by your DVB-IP device, and then displayed by 
your browser client or media player, as appropriate. You 
do need to have a dial-up Internet account, most 
satellite resellers have their own virtual ISPs on a penny 
per minute Pay As You Go (PAYG) basis, but it’s more 
economical to go with an external flat-rate supplier of 
which there are many. For the purposes of this article, 
we used a Tiscali dial-up package, which gives 150 
hours with a two-hour session cut off, for £15 per 
month. If you need to be online for longer than the six 
hours per business day this equates to, then it makes 
sense to top up with the PAYG ISP, as needed. Of 
course, dial-up doesn’t have to mean a modem, and 
many businesses without ADSL access do still have 
ISDN and this can be used successfully enough with 
hybrid satellite services. 
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The Opensky dashboard 

acts as your gateway to the 
added-value services, including 
TV channels streamed using 
QuickTime, SatKiosk that 
handles the data push content, 
and even a satellite SMS service. 


SatSuri SatKiosk 
laginflagout 





OPENSKY 


Le Proxy 


© pensky operates as a proxy-based 
service, which means that those 


websites and other servers that are 
geographically aware will think your 
business has relocated to wherever the 
proxy is situated, in this case France. So 
heading for www.google.com won't get you 
very far unless you are fluent in French, as 
your session will divert to ‘google.fr’ instead 
of ‘.com’. A simple workaround in this case 
would be to use www.google.co.uk as a 
target URL instead. However, some other 
services may not be so simple to persuade, 
such as some of the reputable ecommerce 
applications and payment services, which 
use location tracking as part of their anti- 


fraud measures. 





BROADBAND SOLUTIONS 


How fast is that sat? 

One of the problems with satellite broadband is the 
confusion over how fast it actually is, and most of the 
resellers don’t help in this regard, because they will 
understandably try and paint a gloss finish on what can 
often be very sobering data transfer figures. You have to 
understand that what you are essentially paying for is a 
connection to the ‘broadband pipe’ on your supplier’s 
satellite backbone. And not an unlimited connection, 
nor one that can be guaranteed to deliver at a fixed 
speed. There are too many conditions to factor into the 
equation, such as traffic volumes on the Internet, speed 
and contention rates of the servers you're accessing at 
any given time, the quality of your uplink connection 
(remember this is still dial-up, whether it’s supplied via 
POTS or ISDN) and underlying conditions on the 
supplier network itself. 


Sample speeds 

One of the suppliers, BeyonDSL, makes it very clear 
what it provides. Speeds are represented by three 
bands, although all of them are ‘burstable’ to speeds of 
up to 2Mbps according to demand. “Tier 1’ is structured 
to give an average speed of 400Kbps over any given 
month and ‘Tier 2’ provides 200Kbps. The service plan 
you subscribe to controls how much of each tier you get 
to share in a month. For example, the cheapest rate, 
‘BDSL300’, lets you download the first 150MB of data at 
Tier 1 and the second 150MB at Tier 2. Any remaining 
data to download is served on a ‘best effort’ basis. The 
most expensive service plan, BDSL4000, costs £153 
(£130 ex VAT), but changes the data ‘balancing act’ to 
2GB at Tier 1 and 2GB at Tier 2. 

Best effort, again, forms the third and final tiered 
speed rate, providing unlimited downloads, but you are 
sharing the bandwidth with any other users who have 
also hit the ‘best effort’ option on their plans. This 
means that either you'll experience similar speeds as 
achieved at the start of the month or they may drop 
away to ISDN levels. There is no automatic cut-off after 
two hours though, which is a bonus. This highlights the 
major difference between ‘hybrid’, or one-way satellite 
broadband, and ADSL (or two-way satellite 
broadband), that is, it’s not ‘always on’, as it’s designed 
more as an ‘often on’ service. 


Pushed for bandwidth? 

If you use the Opensky service with one of the USB DVB 
data receivers, and by default the Opensky software 
client, you also get the advantage of offline video 





Parlez vous Francais? Opensky’s proxy servers 
will turn your favourite sites French. 


el PCPlus 223 | December 2004 





This is all you really need to be able to receive Sky TV and 
Opensky Broadband Internet. 


streams and push content delivery. What this means is 
that any number of users can select from video streams 
on offer (currently, news, sport and music TV) without 
any noticeable degradation in video quality. This is a 
service that doesn’t require you to be online, as the IP 
MPEG-4 video streams are broadcast in the truest sense. 
You can also choose from selected website content and 
software packages and broadcast them in a similar way, 
one page after the other. You simply choose what 
interests you, and as they’re received, your client grabs 
them and they're stored in your local PC cache for 
viewing offline at a more convenient time. 

Although this side of satellite technology has been 
rather underplayed, it seems that it’s all set to change. 
Certainly, there’s a fair amount of activity from Opensky, 
and the resellers are naturally quite excited by the 
prospects of such things as being able to deliver ‘pushed’ 
email notifications, for example. While Opensky can’t 
deliver the email body itself without being online, the 
push channel could respond to email arriving via it’s 
proxy servers, and push a notification over the airwaves 
for your PC client to pick up. 


As good as it gets 

On the downside, one-way satellite is just that. Any 
asymmetric service is going to suffer from latency 
issues, which means that this isn’t a solution for you if 
you're looking for a consistent connection, such as for 
an online gaming service. It’s not going to be relevant to 
your business, but neither does it suit the requirements 
for VoIP or video conferencing systems. If you need an 
always-on downlink for peer-to-peer type applications, 
or need to make regular large file transfers (in particular 
on the uplink side), then think again. 

If you’ve been ‘getting by OK’ with a dial-up 
connection of whatever kind, then you should also ask 
yourself exactly what your business would gain from the 
additional expenditure on a satellite solution. It should 
come as no surprise that most resellers will tie you into 
a 12-month contract, so if an ADSL service is scheduled 
to be rolled out to your exchange in less than a year, 
you will obviously stand to lose money if you change. 

BeyonDSL, at time of writing the article, is the 
exception to the industry standard, in that you're not 
tied down to any yearly contractual requirement. 
Instead, you can cancel the service at any time and 
simply lose that particular month’s fee (if you cancel in 
less than a year, you must return the satellite modem, 
which sounds like a fair trade-off to us). However, if you 
want the increased speed of broadband for general 
business browsing and ecommerce requirements, 
together with email delivery, if you include USB DVB 
hardware, then Opensky is about as good as it gets at 
this price point. PCP 
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The best four business broadband alternatives 


BROADBAND SATELLITE 


BeyonDSL Opensky 


a 


a 
EDITORS 
CHOICE 


PRICE from £20 (£16.50 ex VAT) a month plus £200 (£165 ex VAT) installation cost 
SUPPLIER Eurosat BeyonDSL 08703 82 5042 INFO wwwobeyondsl.net 


eyonDSL sell a similar 

USB-based service to 
BSS (right), but we opted for 
the small business oriented 
Manhattan BSM 2 Broadband 
Satellite Modem plan. This 
provides high-speed satellite 
connectivity without any fuss 
or frills, So no video streaming 
or push content because it 
doesn't use the Opensky 
Client software yet, or any 
software for that matter. As 
long as the host computer 
has an Ethernet socket and 
an Internet browser it works 
on any OS. 

We tried both an iMac 
and a Dell PC and it worked 
as promised, straight out of the box. 
Plug it in, attach it to a telephone 
line, fire up the web browser, type 
‘http://f10’ and, after initially entering 
your ISP details, that's it. You'll be 
connected within seconds using 





connected to a hub or switch to 
share the connection between 
multiple computers. The opt-out 
any time’ contract, consistent data 
delivery and value for money make 
this hard to resist. 





BROADBAND SATELLITE 


BSS Opensky 


PRICE from £25 (£21 ex VAT) per month, plus special offer installation costs £50 
SUPPLIER Broadband Satellite Solutions 0871 560 0333 INFO wwwobroadbandss.com 


SS are another Opensky 

reseller, so you get the 
same core service, which 
means access to the same 
Eutelsat e-bird satellite. The 
differences come in the way 
the packages are presented 
and the service plans are 
offered. We opted for the USB 
DVB data receiver, which 
requires the installation of the 
Opensky dashboard. 

Unfortunately, on the first 

test machine, our Dell PC, we 
couldn't get it to work despite 
the best efforts of BSS 
support. We moved onto an 
Acer notebook and it 
installed, and functioned 
perfectly. This does highlight possible 
problems with the USB hardware 
and software client approach, 
compared to a simple Ethernet 
connection. BSS, like BeyonDSL, uses 
the ‘best efforts’ approach once plan 





transponders this wasn't problematic, 
nor will it be for some time to come. 
However, with a minimum 12-month 
contract and service plans costing a 
little more than BeyonDSL, BSS fell 
just behind in the ratings. 


the Opensky VPN. The BCM 2 has 
a built-in DHCP server, and is easily 


BROADBAND SATELLITE 


Aramiska ARC 


PRICE from £234 (£199 ex VAT) a month plus installation costs £588 (£500 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Aramiska 0808 100 3555 INFO wwwaramiska.co.uk 


his managed 

broadband system is 
a true two-way solution, 
available in 512, 1,024 and 
2,048Kbps variants. These 
speeds only relate to the 
downstream part of the 
equation, the uplink being 
128, 256 or 512Kbps 
respectively. If you want 
‘true always on broadband 
then we trust you are sitting 
down because it doesn't 
come cheap. You will get 
unlimited data transfer, 
support for unlimited 
number of PCs and an 
unlimited number of email 
addresses. However, you'll 
need unlimited pockets as 
well, as the ARC500 is the cheapest 
plan at £234 (£199 ex VAT) with an 
installation charge of £588 (£500 ex 
VAT). You get a managed service 
though, which includes network 
security. A 75cm dish is connected to 
the Aramiska ‘ARC’ inside the 


building, which contains an email 
server and routes the Internet access 
to your office PCs — you get a lot of 
bandwidth, a lot of kit, but for a great 
deal of money. 





quotas are reached, but with 
OpenSky's 22 all but empty satellite 


ISDN 


BT Midband 


PRICE £51 (£42 ex VAT) a month 
SUPPLIER BT 0800 389 2512 INFO wwwbt.com 














f you've already got 
ISDN then BT 
Midband might be for you. 
A flat rate monthly fee of 
£42 ex VAT gets you some 
of the advantages of 
ADSL, such as being able 
to make voice calls while 
browsing the web, but at 
a much slower speed. 
Midband uses your 
existing ISDN set-up 
(assuming you have a 
‘Highway’ product) to run 
at 68Kbps, automatically 
adopting a dual channel 
mode to double this to 
128Kbps for bigger files, 
when it senses thats what 
are coming down the line. 
You drop back to 64Kbps if a 
voice call comes in, as the other 
channel is then unavailable. The 
monthly fee includes 150 hours at 
64Kbps (75 hours at 128Kbps!), 
exceed the limit and Pay As You Go 
at local call rate kicks in. You don't 





| : 
4 


have to pay the £175 (£149 ex VAT) 
installation fee that new customers 
would, but for £12 a month on top of 
your old Business Highway rental, it 
does seem like highway robbery! 
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Dan DiNicolo is an IT 
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Server 2003? 


Why fork out for Windows Server 2003 when XP could be all 
you need? Dan DiNicolo helps you make the right choice 


ack in the old days, the distinction between client 

and server operating systems was clearly defined. 

The client’s job was to make requests for files, 
programs, and services, and the server’s job was to 
handle or service these requests. As operating systems 
have evolved, however, the line between the client and 
server roles has blurred. 

Consequently, those planning to implement a 
network need the facts to better understand whether a 
version of Windows XP can meet their needs, or if an 
‘upgrade’ to Windows Server 2003 will be necessary. 
There’s no single answer that works for everyone, but 
there are some key considerations that should lead you 
down the right path. This month, we try to help you 
navigate the maze and figure out which version of 
Windows is best suited to the needs of your network. To 
server or not to server — that is the question! 


At your service 
aller networks, the main reason for considering the 
io of a dedicated server usually boils down to 
g a way for users to share three main elements: 
hters and access to the Internet. If this represents 
tent of your server needs, Windows XP may be all 
you need to get the job done. Like Windows Server 2003, 
both Windows XP Professional and Home Edition include 
a feature called ‘File and Printer sharing’ that makes it 
possible to share folders as well as local and network 
printers. Similarly, the Internet Connection Sharing’ 
feature turns Windows XP into a gateway through which 
all clients on your network can share a single broadband 
or dial-up connection. 

Even with these capabilities, one key consideration in 
determining whether Windows XP or Windows Server 
2003 is better suited to your network, is size. While both 
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The Windows Server 2003 Routing and Remote Access Service 
feature provides Network Address Translation, Virtual Private 
Networks, and advanced routing capabilities. 


the Home and Professional editions of Windows XP are 
capable of functioning as file and print servers, both 
impose strict maximums in terms of simultaneous 
inbound connections from other client systems on a 
network. For example, a Windows XP Home system 
allows for a maximum of five simultaneous inbound 
connections, while Windows XP Professional tops out at 
10. When these limits are reached, subsequent 
connection attempts are denied until an existing 
connection is dropped. 

Now, before you eliminate Windows XP as an 
alternative, it’s important to understand how Microsoft 
defines connections. Windows XP looks at connections 
on a one-to-one basis. That is, one client could have 
three drives mapped to a Windows XP Home system, 
acting as a file server, and be connected to the same 
system’s shared printer, and it would still only count as 
a single connection. After inbound connections have 
been idle for 15 minutes, Windows XP will disconnect 
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XP CONNECTION LIMITS 


By default, Windows XP 
Professional caps the number 
of simultaneous inbound 
network connections at 10, and 
XP Home Edition at five. 
Unfortunately, these limits are 
hard-coded into Windows XP 
so you can't increase them. 
However, you can minimise 
the impact of reaching the 
connection limit, and having 
other users blocked, by playing 
with timing. Windows XP will 
automatically disconnect idle 
sessions after 15 minutes, but 
you can set this value lower by 
opening a command prompt, 
typing ‘net config server/ 
autodisconnect:X’, replacing ‘X’ 
with the new idle limit in 
minutes. With a lower value, 
users won't have to wait for 
one of the inbound connection 
slots to become available. 


Windows XP makes it easy to 
share folders and printers, but 
limits the maximum number of 
inbound connections allowed. 


> hp LaserJet 1000 Properties 


—— 
General, Shanng Ports || Advanced) Color Management Configure. 


1A = You can share this printer with other users on your network. To 


| enable sharing for this printer, click Share this printer 


© Do not share this printer 


Share name: ‘LaserPrinter 


Drivers 


If this printer is shared vath users running different versions of 
Windows, you may want to install additional drivers, so that the 
users do not have to find the print driver when they connect to 


the shared printer 
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them, making them available for another user. The real 
key is simultaneous use; if your network consists of 10 
client systems but only five will be simultaneously 
connecting to the XP ‘server’ (to access shared folders, 
printers, and so on), then Home Edition could get the 
job done. If 10 simultaneous connections are enough, 
Professional will do the trick. Any more than 10, 
however, and you're getting into Windows Server 

2003 territory. 

In order to keep people honest, the five and 10 
connection limits in XP Home and Professional are 
hard-coded and cannot be changed. However, there are 
techniques that you can use to partially mitigate issues 
with denied connection attempts: see the sidebar for 
more details. 


Bang for your buck 

One of the most obvious reasons for attempting to use 
Windows XP as an alternative to Windows Server 2003 is 
the substantial price difference between them. Windows 
Server 2003 starts out at approximately £459 (£379 ex 
VAT), while the full version of Windows XP Professional 
will set you back about £224 (£185 ex VAT). However, the 
price of the actual operating system software represents 
only one part of the story. 

When you purchase Windows Server 2003, you're not 
only paying for the operating system itself, but also what 
are known as ‘Client Access Licenses’ (CALs). When 
Windows Server 2003 is installed on a network, you not 
only need a licensed version of the operating system, but 
also a CAL for each and every client system that will be 
simultaneously connecting to the server. For example, if 
your network includes 10 Windows XP Professional 
clients that need simultaneous access, you would need to 
purchase a copy of Windows Server 2003 with 10 CALs, 
one for each XP system. This is on top of the 10 fully 
licensed copies of Windows XP Professional. Therefore, 
the costs associated with installing Windows Server 2003 
can accumulate rapidly. 

On the flipside, you don’t need to worry about CALs if 
your network uses Windows XP systems only. In fact, you 





Configure Your Server Wizard 


Server Role 
You can set up this server to perform one or more specific roles, IF you want to add more than one 
role to this server, you can run this wizard again. 





Select a role, If the role has not been added, you can add it. If it has already been added, you can 
remove È, If the role you want to add or remove is not listed, open Add or Remove Programs, 


Domain Controller (Active 
Directory) 


Server Role 
File server 
Print server 
Application server (IIS, ASP.NET) 
Mail server (POP3, SMTP) 
Terminal server 

Remote access / YPN server 





Domain controllers store directory data 
and manage user logon processes and 
directory searches, 

Domain Controller (Active Directory) Read about domain controllers 
DNS server 

DHCP server 

Streaming media server 

WINS server 





The ‘Configure Your Server Wizard’ in Windows Server 2003 
helps, but managing a server still requires plenty of training. 


don’t have to pay a thing for the 10 simultaneous 
connections enabled with each Windows XP Professional 
system. It may all seem a little backwards, but it’s merely 
how Microsoft licenses its software. 


Domains vs workgroups 

One great reason for choosing Windows Server 2003 is 
that it enables you to structure your network into a 
logical grouping known as a ‘domain’. Domains are the 
foundation of Microsoft’s ‘Active Directory’: the directory 
service that centralises the authentication of users, along 
with the administration and management of a network. 
You cannot create an Active Directory domain without a 
Windows Server 2003 system performing the role of a 
‘domain controller’. It's also worth noting that while 
Windows XP Professional systems can join a domain, 
XP Home Edition systems cannot. 

Domain controllers are Windows Server 2003 
systems that hold a copy of the Active Directory 
database. This database stores information like 
usernames and passwords for all users on your network, 
so each user is authenticated by the server, rather than 
their local workstation. Ultimately, Active Directory 
makes it easier for an administrator to manage 
everything, from user desktops to the application of 
security policies throughout a network (a necessity on 
large networks). The ‘easier’ part here is relative, 


Windows XP. Server Edition? 


With a little effort, you can probably turn Windows XP into the server you need 





Outside of the inbound user connection 
limits that Microsoft Windows XP 
enforces, there's little stopping you from 
using it as a server besides missing 
software. Thankfully, just 
about every type of server 
software you could ever 
need is available from third- 
party developers; some 
even as freeware. 

If you're looking for mail 
server software and don't 
actually need all the ‘bells 
and whistles’ of Microsoft 
Exchange Server, Mail 
Enable Standard Edition 
(www.mailenable.com) 
is a great, free package 
that's well worth checking 
out. The software includes 
support for the ‘Simple Mail 
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Transfer Protocol’ (SMTP) and ‘Post 
Office Protocol 3’ (POP3) protocols, 
and even supports multiple mail 
domain names. If you want even more 
flexibility, you could consider upgrading 
to the Professional Edition. This version 
offers integrated web mail, support 
for ‘Internet Message Access Protocol’ 
(IMAP), and enables the administration 
of users and mailboxes from absolutely 
any web browser. 

On the web server front, you need 
look no further than Apache, which 
is available to download from www. 
apache.org. This is the same free 
software that runs the majority of web 
servers on the Internet. And as far as 
FTP servers go, check out the fabulous 
Cerebus FTP Server (www.cerberusftp. 
com), which is free for personal use but 
also very reasonably priced, even for 


full-blown commercial use, starting at 
£33 for one to four site licences. 

If you're going to host your own 
website and email server, then you'll 
probably want a DNS server. One of the 
easiest to use is Simple DNS plus from 
www.jhsoft.com. Unfortunately, the 
program isn't free, but it does make light 
work of getting your own DNS server up 
and running. 

If you take the time to search 
around, you should be able to find 
just about any piece of server software 
you could ever need for Microsoft 
Windows XP. However, before you run 
out and invest hundreds of hard-earned 
pounds in add-on server software, 
be sure to take the time to calculate 
whether Windows Server 2003 might 
actually end up being the more cost- 
effective alternative. I 


however. While Active Directory makes possible 
everything from locking down PCs to having users’ 
desktops follow them from computer to computer, it still 
requires a fair degree of advanced technical knowledge 
on the part of the person who will take on the roll of 
system administrator. 

Microsoft networks that don’t include a server 
configured as a domain controller are called ‘workgroups’. 
Workgroups differ from domains, in that security and 
administration are decentralised; each user workstation 
must be managed individually. For example, where a user 
could log on anywhere with their single, centralised user 
account in a domain environment, that same user will 
need a user account created on each PC they wished to 
log on to in a workgroup. Workgroups require no explicit 
configuration (for example, no domain controller), but 
their lack of centralised security and management features 
make them unsuitable for all but small networks. Both 
Windows XP Professional and Home Edition can be 
configured as part of a workgroup. 


Group policy 

One of the most powerful features of Active Directory is 
the ability to centrally configure hundreds of user and 
computer settings using ‘Group Policy Objects’ (GPOs). 
For example, a GPO in a domain environment can be 
created (from the server) to specify that all client 
computers should have the ‘Automatic Updates’ feature 
enabled and certain desktop restrictions applied (such 
as locking workstations after 10 minutes of idle time). 
These changes are automatically applied to all client 
systems in the domain without the need to configure 
each PC individually. 

In domain environments, almost all client PC 
configuration settings can be changed through Group 
Policy. Even the deployment of software to client PCs can 
be fully automated. This, obviously, makes the job of 
securing or changing the configuration of client PCs much 
easier. However, the person configuring the policy settings 
must be familiar with how GPOs function, and 
understand the details of their deployment. 
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‘Ja Group Policy Object Editor 











_| Description 
Password and account lockout policies 
Auditing, user rights and security options policies 
Event Log 
Restricted Groups 





aE Software Settings 
= (Gy Windows Settings 
&= | Scripts (Startup/Shutdawn) 
[| 4p Security Settings 
G a Account Policies 





While E- Local Policies System service settings 
; ch E Event Log Registry security settings 
Windows XP -È Restricted Groups Fie security settings 
_ m- System Services Y Wireless Network (IEEE 802.11) Policies Wireless Network Policy Administration., Manage the Ze 
Home Edition -È Registry Pubic Key Policies 
=) File System (Software Restriction Policies 
systems do af Wireless Network (IEEE 802.11) Police | | 8) IP Security Policies on Active Directory ... Internet Protocol Security (IPSec) Administration. Man 
: +) Public Key Policies 
not include H-E Software Restriction Policies 
+) 3 IP Security Policies on Active Directory 





support for B-E Administrative Templates 











Group Policy, |. decd Sudan „e 
Windows XP 
Professional 


Group Policy provides a way to 
centralise and manage security 
and configuration setting on 
domain client PCs. 


systems do. The Group Policy tool (gpedit.msc) is 
included on Windows XP Professional systems, enabling 
you to configure these settings manually on individual 
workstations. This could be a very long and involved 
process, especially if scores of settings need to be 
configured on each and every PC. 


Net sharing 

If you only need to share Internet access among a small 
number of client PCs, the ‘Internet Connection Sharing’ 
or ‘ICS’ feature of Windows XP can get the job done, 
accounting for client connection limitations. ICS 
enables you to share both dial-up and broadband 
Internet connections with clients on your network, and 
provides the added bonus of a built-in ‘Dynamic Host 
Configuration Protocol (DHCP) component that 
supplies ‘Internet Protocol’ (IP) addresses to all network 
clients automatically. 

Windows Server 2003 also includes the ability to 
share an Internet connection using ICS, but also 
includes a robust ‘Network Address Translation’ (NAT) 
component as part of the ‘Routing and Remote Access 
Service’ (RRAS). Internet Connection Sharing is only 
meant for small networks that don’t include Active 
Directory, but the NAT feature of RRAS can be used 
without domain environments issues. At the end of the 
day, purchasing Microsoft Windows Server 2003 to 
share an Internet connection would be something like 
overkill. The ICS feature of Windows XP works fine for 
smaller networks, and an inexpensive broadband 
router will more than do the trick if you need to support 
additional connections. 


If XP is just too small and Server 2003 just too large, SBS may be the answer 


Recognising that some companies are 
just a little too large to get by with 
Windows XP while at the same time 

not large enough to commit to the 

full version of Windows Server 2003, 
Microsoft also provides a middle ground 
in the form of its Small Business Server 
(SBS) suite. 

Designed to be an all-in-one server 
solution for small businesses, two 
versions of SBS exist: Standard and 
Premium. The Standard version includes 
Outlook 2003, fax support, a firewall, 
and remote access services, as well 
as Microsoft Exchange Server 2003. 
The Premium version includes these 
same features, but also adds Microsoft 
SQL Server 2000, Internet Security 
and Acceleration Server (proxy server/ 
firewall software), and FrontPage 2003. 
Once installed, SBS acts as a domain 


controller by installing 
Similar to Windows 


Windows Server 2003. 


CALs. Once the 75 CAL 


client operating systems, such as 
Windows XP Professional, require CALs. 
SBS supports up to a maximum of 75 
CALs per server, after which the product 
must be upgraded to the full version of 


SBS pricing starts at approximately 
£267 for the Standard edition and 
includes 5 CALs. The Premium edition 
is pricier at around £667 with 5 CALs 
included. Additional CALs can be 
purchased for approximately £183 per 
package of 5, up to the maximum of 75 


Microsoft allows you to purchase a 
transition pack to move to the full 
version of Windows Server 2003 and 
all associated software. The pricing on 
transition packs vary based on your 


SBS version and number of CALs, but 
ultimately the price works out to what 
purchasing full versions would cost, less 
your current 
investment in 
SBS and related 


Active Directory. 


With Active Directory installed, 
Server 2003, 


user accounts are centrally 
managed for all network users. 


= 
| Active Direc tory Users and Computers 
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XP SERVER TUNING 


If you decide to dedicate 
Windows XP to the role of a 
server on your network, take 
the time to optimise its 
memory usage and processor 
scheduling settings for server 
functions. To do this, open the 
‘System’ applet in Control 
Panel and click on the 
‘Advanced’ tab. Click the 
‘Settings’ button under 
‘Performance’, and then click 
the ‘Advanced’ tab in the 
‘Performance Options’ window. 
Set the ‘Processor Scheduling’ 
setting to ‘Background 
Services’ (see below), and the 
‘Memory Usage’ setting to 
‘System Cache’. Ultimately, this 
will make a higher percentage 
of memory and processor time 
available to server-related 
functions, instead of normal 
user activities. 


+- Local Area Connection Properties 


| General | Authentication | Advanced | 


Internet Conneccion Freyall 




















Service center 

When it comes to available services, as you might 
expect, Windows Server 2003 has Windows XP 
beaten hands-down. Outside of providing the 
robust Active Directory, Windows Server 2003 also 
includes built-in ‘Domain Name Server’ (DNS), mes . o 
DHCP and ‘Windows Internet Naming Service’ Allow other network users to connect through this! 
(WINS) server components. The RRAS service POMPMMET $ [MAIME CONN luiniar 
includes advanced routing capabilities, as well as 
a fully functional ‘Virtual Private Network’ (VPN) 
server. ‘Terminal Services is included to allow 
thin-client connections to applications installed on 
the server, rather than individual workstations. 
Windows Server 2003 also includes a streaming 
media server, and the ability to remotely deploy 
client operating systems using ‘Remote Installation 
Services’ (RIS). 

In contrast, the services included with 
Windows XP pale in comparison. The majority of 
small networks have little need for the advanced 
capabilities that Windows Server 2003 provides. 
However, toned-down versions of some of these 
features are available in Windows XP. For 
example, Windows XP Professional supports a 
single incoming VPN connection, and enables a 
user to access their desktop from another PC via 
the Remote Desktop’ feature. 


Protect my computer and network by bmiting or preventing 
access to thes computer from the Interet 


Leam more about intemet Connection Firewall 


Internet Connection Sharing 


Allow other network, users bo control or disable the 
shared Intenat connection 


Laam more about internet Connection Sharing 


If you're not sure how bo set these properties, use 
the Network Setup Wizard instead. 


Settings... | 





Windows XP and Windows Server 2003 makes sharing an Internet 
connection easy with Internet Connection Sharing (ICS). 


server system. The same goes for products like 
Microsofťs high-end database program, SQL Server. 
Many server software providers only develop and test 
IIS their products on Windows server platforms, and may 


If it’s a web or ‘File Transfer Protocol’ (FTP) server that 
you're looking for, ‘Internet Information Services’ (IIS) 

is included with both Windows XP Professional and 
Windows Server 2003. However, the version of IIS included 
with XP is also subject to the 10 simultaneous connections 
rule, so it really isn’t suitable for use as anything more than 
a testing platform. If your goal is to host your company 
website on your own server and you plan to use IIS, you'll 


Performance Options 


_ Visual Effects Advanced | 


Processor scheduling 


By default, the computer is set bo use a greaber share of 
processor time to run your programs. 


Adjust For best performance of: 
O Programs 


Memory usage 


By default, the computer is set to use a greater share of 
memory to run your programs. 
Adjust For best performance of: 


C) Programs (@) System cache 


Virtual memory 


4 paging File is an area on the hard disk that Windows uses as 
Fit were RAM, 


Total paging file size for all drives: 0 ME 


The Performance Options in Windows XP (see instructions in sidebar). 
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want to go with the 
Windows Server 2003 
version lest potential 
customers run into 
“maximum 
connections exceeded” 
messages. 


Server software 
Outside of the wide 
variety of services 
provided with 
Windows Server 2003, 
one of the most 
common reasons 
companies choose to 
implement it is out of 
necessity. Many 
common server 
programs will not 
function on Windows 
XP out of design. For 
example, companies 
that want to use 
‘Microsoft Exchange 
Server’ for email, 
calendars, and 
collaboration functions 
have no choice but to 
install it on a Windows 


even configure installation programs to explicitly forbid 
installation on anything less than a Windows server 
operating system. 

Having said that, for every software developer 
that refuses to allow its products to be installed 
on Windows XP, another makes it possible. Many 
smaller software companies recognise that customers 
sometimes use Windows XP in a server capacity 
and want the flexibility to install software onto their 
OS of choice. In almost all cases, you should be able 
to find server software programs that run on Windows 
XP, though it may sometimes take a little digging 
around on the Internet. See ‘Windows XP, Server 
Edition’ for details on configuring Windows XP as a 
server using third-party software programs. 


Final thoughts 

Windows Server 2003 is by far the best option for 

larger networks or small ones that are expected to grow 

significantly over time. Its ability to centralise 

everything from user administration to the 

deployment of software makes it a more flexible choice 

for a growing organisation. However, 

Windows Server 2003 requires a higher initial 

investment, both in cost and in terms of training 

for the person who will manage the server environment. 
If you’re in the process of getting a new business 

off the ground, we suggest giving Windows XP a 

chance. Networks with less than 10 users can 

usually get by using Windows XP Professional. 

Larger environments may be able to do so, but as 

a network grows, the time and energy needed to 

configure and manage each PC individually can 

become a daunting and time-consuming process. 

Windows XP Home Edition is best avoided for 

all but the smallest networks and that’s only if you 

need the very basic of networking capabilities, and 

have few users. PCP 
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EDITOR'S 
CHOICE 


£699 ATHLON 64 PCs 





Editor's Choice Performance Award 


Value Award 





Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality with 
superb value for money 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance and 
quality tests, where money is 
less important 








f you're thinking of buying a PC, 
you have a new choice: 32- or 
64-bit? If you go the Intel route, 
your choice has to be 32-bit, unless you 
have a lot of money and the need for an 
enterprise-level processor. With AMD, 
though, a straight desktop chip will 
almost certainly be 64-bit from now on. 





The Athlon XP is dead — long live the 
Athlon 64! 
~ It wasn't so long ago that those in the know, 


particularly Intel, were saying the general public 
really didnt need 64-bit computing. This might 
have been something to do with the roadmaps 
for their 64-bit processors, which showed them 
almost exclusively for sale in the server arena. 
This is still true for Intels Itanium and AMD's 
Opteron chips but, earlier this year, AMD 
introduced its Athlon 64 processor, a 64-bit core 


with a great extra: it runs all existing 32-bit code, 





Awarded to products that 
represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bangs per buck 


on up 


64-bit computing takes a major foothold, as AMD moves its Athlon 64 
into a mainstream processor slot. Here are 10 £699 Athlon 64 challengers 


including Windows and Windows applications, 
without the use of a software emulator. 
Currently, theres a bit of a premium on the 
Athlon 64, but as this month’s Lab Test proves, 
you can get very purposeful desktop systems 
built around the new core for just £699 ex VAT. 
While the work you can do with it at the 





Simon Williams 
simon.williams @futurenet.co.uk 


Simon has been an IT journalist 
for 20 years, and has spent 
half that time dissecting 
computers, peripherals and the 
software they run 





moment is nearly all 32-bit (unless you're running 


Linux), the beta of Windows XP 64 is 
downloadable from www.microsoft.com/ 
windowsxp/64bit /evaluation/upgrade.mspx 
and is likely to be released close to the end of 
this year. At that point, 64-bit versions of major 
applications should start to appear and, 
particularly in the graphics and high-end 
multimedia market, should take advantage of 
the performance improvements from handling 
data 64 bits at a time. 

So, please allow us to present 10 top-flight 
64-bit PC systems to whet your appetite, with 
capable 32-bit performance today and the 
prospect of a 64-bit upgrade tomorrow. 


Your guarantee 


The manufacturers have 
guaranteed that these PCs 
will be available with their 
featured specifications while 
this issue of PC Plus is on 


sale — from 28/10/04 to 
24/11/04. Any component 
changes will be due to 
unforeseen shortages. Note: 
replacement parts may 
increase the system price. 











THE PC PLUS BENCHMARK FOR PCs 
PROVIDES INFORMATION YOU CAN TRUST 


The benchmark score for PCs is derived from a comprehensive set of real 
computing tests that evaluate every aspect of a PC system, not just the 
speed of the processor. The score provides an objective, scientific speed 
rating and is based on a score of 1.0 for PC with a 2.2GHz AMD Athlon 
XP 3200+ CPU, 512MB of Corsair SDRAM, 40GB 7200rpm Western 
Digital hard drive, and an ATI Radeon 9/00 Pro graphics card. 


PCP 


us 
BENCHMARK INDEX 2004 
1 2 3 
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PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Carrera 0871 222 3456 
INFO www.carrerassc.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years on-site, two 
years return to base, labour only 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2003 


5,000 10,000 15,000 20,000 


PCPlus 
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GT 
CARRERA VISION 
64 PLUS 











PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER CCL 01274 471257 

INFO www.cclcomputers.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year on-site, two 
years return to base, labour only 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2003 


5,000 10,000 15,000 20,000 


PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
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CCL SL30-PT 
Value 0000000000 








CARRERA 
Vision 64 Plus 


he Vision 64 Plus, like just nearly 
every Carrera system, uses its 
square-cut, gloss-black and clear- 
acrylic case, which has the advantage 
of 11 drive bays (internal plus external) 
and a fairly neutral style that fits in 
with most modern decors. 

Carrera goes one step further than 
several of its competitors by including 
an Athlon 64 3200+ processor in its 
system, which should offer an extra 10 
per cent core performance over the 
3000+ chip. It supports this engine 
with 512MB memory and a parallel-ATA 
Maxtor hard drive with 114GB of 





CCL 
SL30-PT 





CL appears to be getting better 
and better at making the value 
argument for its systems. This SL30-PT 
uses the company’s standard 
chromed-accented black midi-tower 
case and starts with an Athlon 64 
3000+ processor. Around this, it puts 
512MB of 400MHz memory, and it 
supports Its core with a very generous, 
189GB Maxtor SATA hard drive. 

There are matched Sony DVD 
rewriter and DVD reader drives in the 
front panel, and the floppy has a built- 
in six-way memory card reader, giving 
lots of scope for transferring data. 
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storage. Both a DVD rewriter and a 
DVD reader are included on the front 
panel, but sadly theres no memory 
card reader. 

Sound comes from a 5.1-channel 
C-Media chip on the ASrock system 
board, but this only drives a 2.1- 
channel set of G-Star speakers. These 
look a little cheap, but they do provide 
reasonable presence to music and 
sound effects. It’s disappointing to find 
no working FireWire socket on the 
system, but the graphics output 
comes from a GeForce 6800LE 
adaptor, a high-level card for this 








Sound comes from the 5.1-channel 
VIA sound chip on the Soltek system 
board, which drives a set of Creative 
P580 speakers that provide true multi- 
channel sound. Alongside the graphics 
sub-system, theres a TV tuner card 
offering the opportunity to use the PC 
as a second domestic TV. 

Graphics output is provided by an 
ATI Radeon 9800 Pro adaptor, giving a 
good combination of performance and 
value, and it runs a 1/in LCD screen 
from Jetway, one of the lesser-known 
suppliers of system boards. This 
screen is clear and well-defined, 
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group. lt pipes into a new Sharp 1/in 
LCD monitor with a well-balanced gas- 
strut stand. It includes a DVI input, so 
you can run the graphics system 
completely digitally. 


In use 

The comparatively high-end graphics 
card ensures some impressive 3D 
figures, with 3DMark 2001SE producing 
an index of 18,906, and even 3DMark 
2003 clocking up 7/68. SYSmark 2004 
produced a PC Plus Index of 1.05, which 
is not as good as some others using 
the lower clocked 3000+ processor. 


Service and support 

Carreras five-year warranty comprises 
three years on-site followed by 
another two years return to base 
(labour only). This is an excellent 
warranty, and the extra two years 
cover, while not including parts, is 
still most welcome. 


Conclusion 

A copy of Microsoft Works 7 is 
bundled with the system, as are the 
usual DVD, CD and modem utilities, 
but the strength of this Vision 64 Plus 
PC lies in its graphics sub-system, 
which is more than a match for 
anything else in this group. If game- 
play forms a substantial part of the 
use of your new PC, this system is a 
fine choice. 


though not up to the clarity of the all- 
digital Sharp on the Carrera system. 


In use 

Considering the specification of this 
CCL machine, we were surprised that 
the SYSmark benchmark didn't 
produce a higher PC Plus Index than 
0.86. Graphics results were much 
better, with 14,495 from 3DMark 
2001SE and 5,540 from 3DMark 2003. 
While not up to the figures produced 
by the GeForce 6800LE, these are still 
very respectable numbers and will 
enable you to tackle most graphic- 
based tasks. 


Service and support 

CCL only offers one year of on-site 
warranty, followed by two years return 
to base (again, labour costs only). 
While this still comes to three years’ 
cover, we would like to see all of it, 
including parts costs as well as labour. 


Conclusion 

The excellent value of this system Is 
enhanced by the software bundle. 
There are copies of StarOffice 7 Corel 
Draw Essentials, Travel Routing (a bit 
like AutoRoute), Pinnacle Instant CD/ 
DVD and Album and Norton Antivirus. 
While most of these come free with 
components in the system, it’s still a 
good mix of applications. 


CFL 
Velocity VII (A64T160) 


Wie 


À. 


FL is a medium-sized producer, 
based in the Vale of Glamorgan, 
which sells to health authorities, 
county councils and education 
authorities, as well as to the public. 
This is the first CFL system we've 
reviewed. lts based around an Athlon 
64 2800+ with 512MB of 400MHz 
memory, all supported by a VIA chipset 
on the system board. 

Theres a dual-layer DVD rewriter 
from NEC in the front panel, partnered 
by a 16-speed Samsung DVD reader 
and a floppy drive, complete with a 
six-card reader. This gives versatile 





EVESHAM 
Axis 64 A30P 


Qos wide midi-tower case 
with the splattered stag beetle 
on the front has just two drives fitted. 
These are both from Sony, and the 
DVD rewriter is one of the latest dual- 
layer 16-speed devices coupled to a 
16-speed reader. Theres no floppy 
drive in this system, and were not 
convinced the time has come to drop 
this ‘legacy’ device. 

Inside the case, theres an Athlon 64 
3000+ ably supported by 512MB of 
AQOMHz memory and a healthy 149GB 
Western Digital hard drive. This is a 
good core for a modern PC, but, as 








support for a wide range of different 
media. Internally, a 153GB Hitachi SATA 
hard drive provides fixed storage. 

Sound comes from the 5.1-channel 
ALC 655 chipset on the system board, 
but runs a 2.1-channel set of Creative 
G380 speakers. These give good stereo 
sound, but you miss out on some of 
the environmental effects. 

Graphics output comes from an HIS 
variant of the Radeon 9600XT graphics 
adaptor. HIS is a new company to us, 
but its products seem similar in quality 
to Gainward, MSI and other third party 
builders. The graphics signal runs into 





youll see, it doesn't perform as well as 
at it could (or should). 

Sound comes from a 5.1-channel, 
C-Media chip on the MSI system board, 
but here it runs a 2.1-channel set of 
Altec Lansing AL121 speakers. These 
give marginally better sound than the 
Creative G380s, with more presence in 
the mid-frequency range. 

Graphics output comes from an All| 
Radeon 9550 graphics card, a new 
device in ATIS range, and runs a 1/in 
Philips 1/0s LCD monitor. This is a good 
display with high contrast and quick 
and easy controls. 


a 17in Samsung SyncMaster 710V LCD 
monitor, which gives a vibrant and 
well-detailed display and has a 
commendably small screen surround. 


In use 

Benchmark results were variable. The 
Athlon 64 2800+ is about 10 per cent 
Slower than the 3000+ and this 
showed in the PC Plus Index of 0.96, 
but the Radeon 9600XT graphics 
adaptor held the 3DMark results up, 
with indexes of 12,882 and 3,744. 
These are respectable enough figures, 
while not being among the leaders in 
this group. 


Service and support 

The warranty supplied with the 
system is basic. With just one year of 
return to base cover, its only as much 
as the law provides as part of 
consumer protection legislation. Wed 
like to see a second and preferably 
third year of cover, even at this 
comparatively low price point. 


Conclusion 

CFL offers the same software bundle 
as CCL, including StarOffice 7 and 
Corel Draw Essentials, and this is a 
well-made, well-designed offering at 
the price point. The only things that 
let it down are its application 
performance and the length of its 
unsatisfactory warranty, 


In use 
It'S particularly interesting that this 
Evesham system and the PC from CFL 
produced identical PC Plus Indexes of 
0.96, with near-identical figures for both 
Internet and office modules, even 
though the Evesham machine uses a 
2GHz processor to CFLS 1.8GHz. 
Furthermore, the designation 9550 
on the new Radeon card in the 
Evesham Axis might suggest It’s 
close in performance to the 9600XT 
used by the CFL. In fact, the 9550 
produced 3DMark indexes of 8,128 
and 2,1/6 — both poor in this standard 
of machine. 


Service and support 

Evesham continues to offer an 
excellent three-year warranty with its 
systems, with the first two years on- 
site and the third return to base 
(including parts costs as well as 
labour). We have no complaints with 
this warranty cover. 


Conclusion 

Unfortunately, Evesham doesn't provide 
any application software with the Axis 
64 A30P which seems a bit mean, 
bearing in mind how inexpensive it is 


for manufacturers to buy OEM products, 


such as StarOffice and Ability Office. 
This isn't a bad system by any means, 
but it lacks any real highlights. 
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PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER CFL 01446 775985 

INFO www.cfl-systems.com 
WARRANTY One year return to base 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2003 


5,000 10,000 15,000 20,000 





PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 3 





CFL VELOCITY VII 
(A64T160) 


Value 009000000 
009000000 
00900000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 


| 


PRICE £8721 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site, one 
year return to base 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2003 
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EVESHAM AXIS 64 A30P 


00900000 
000000 


Features 


Performance 





| 


OVERALL 
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PRICE £8721 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER JAL 0870 752 5810 
INFO www al.co.uk 

WARRANTY Iwo years on-site, 
lifetime return to base, labour only 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2003 


5,000 10,000 15,000 20,000 


PCPlus 
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CoE 
JAL PC PLUS 
KOB 6430 








PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Mesh 0870 046 4747 
INFO www.meshcomputers.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site, one 
year return to base 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2003 
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Cmo 
MESH MATRIX 64 
3200+ DUAL 








JAL 
PC Plus Kob 6430 





ALs intelligently-named PC Plus 
Kob 6430 is a peculiar mixture. 
In its smart silver and black case, it 
houses a BIC DVD rewriter with an 
integral six-way memory card reader, 
as well as a 16-speed DVD reader and 
a standard floppy. This makes for a 
flexible system, which is based 
around an Athlon 64 3000+ with 
512MB of 400MHz memory. 

The SATA hard drive is a 114GB 
Maxtor device, which is more than 
enough for most home and home- 
office users. All these systems have 
built-in networking, but some, such 





MESH 


Matrix 64 3200+ 


DUAL 


Ves has been building solid, 
reliable PCs for more years than 


most UK computer manufacturers. This 
latest Matrix 64 3200+ DUAL continues 
this tradition; its big, solid black case 
holding a floppy drive at the top, with 
a Sony DVD rewriter and reader, too. 
Inside, theres an Athlon 64 3200+ 
processor with the larger 1,024KB Level 
2 cache and 512MB of dual-channel 
memory, though the DUAL in the 
model name refers to the DVD rewriter, 
which is dual-layer. Mesh probably 
needs to know that this is not unusual 
these days. A 152GB Maxtor SATA hard 
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as this one, work to the higher Gigabit 
data rate standard. 

Sound comes from a 5.1-channel 
ADI sound chip on the system board, 
but runs a 2.1-channel set of Altec 
Lansing speakers. These high-quality 
speakers are fine for music 
reproduction, though you miss a bit 
of the environmental component 
when playing games. 

Graphics output comes from an 
ATI Radeon 9600 and runs a 
diminutive 15in gnr LCD monitor. This 
is a fair unit, but it doesn't offer the 
definition or resolution of the 1/in 


O0 





drive provides fixed storage, sitting 
comfortably in the middle of the 
capacity stakes. 

Sound is provided by the 71- 
channel ADI chip on the system board 
and drives a 5.1-channel set of 
Creative P580 speakers, giving above- 
average sound clarity and a good 
frequency response. 

Graphics output comes from 
an AIl Radeon 9600XT adaptor, a 
mid- to high-end card for sterling 3D 
performance, and the video signal is 
handled by an excellent Sharp 17in 
LCD monitor, with a decent gas-strut 


E A J S o £699 ATHLON 64 PCs 


screens supplied with most other 
PCs in the group. 


In use 

Benchmark results were definitely a 
mixture on this system. While the PC 
Plus Index of 1.15 is one of the 
highest seen in this group, and 
shows what can be done with the 
Athlon 64 3000+ in a high- 
performance system board, graphics 
results were disappointing. 3DMark 
2001SE recorded 9953 and the 2005 
version just 2,6/4. Frame rates in 
parts of the games modules were 
low enough to become jerky. 


Service and support 

JAL provides two years on-site 
support with the PC Plus Kob 6430, for 
which it claims to offer service within 
two days, but then follows it with 
lifetime labour support. While you pay 
to return the system to the company 
and for any replacement parts, you 
can still be sure it will be repaired by 
the people who built it. 


Conclusion 

This is by no means a bad PC and 
comes with some useful utility 
software, though nothing in the way 
of applications. Its main drawback Is 
the 15in LCD panel, which looks 
unimpressive compared with the 1/in 
models supplied elsewhere. 


Stand and an exceptionally bright, 
high-contrast panel. 


In use 

Benchmark results were well above 
average on this system, with a PC 
Plus Index of 1.15. As well as this 
generous application throughput, 3D 
results of 14,624 and 4,015 from the 
3DMark tests give you two good 
reasons for wanting to play games 
on this machine. 


Service and support 

Mesh has consistently provided 
decent warranties with its systems, 
and this three-year cover, with the first 
two years on-site and the final year 
return to base, continues in this vein. 


Conclusion 

Mesh includes a copy of Microsoft 
Works 7 with its system but also adds 
in a three-month trial of Microsoft 
Office. The idea is to get you hooked 
on the greater functionality of 
applications like Microsoft Word so 
that you plump for an upgrade. 
Generally, wed prefer to see a copy of 
Works Suite than this approach. 

Even so, this is a fairly good 
machine, with a sound mix of high- 
quality, brand-name components 
providing strong performance and 
great flexibility of use. 


MICROLAND 
TECH Plus 223 


icroland has built its TECH Plus 

223 around an Athlon 64 3200+ 
and is the joint highest-clocked in this 
group, and, like the others, has coupled 
it to 512MB of memory and a fast hard 
drive. Here, its a generous 189GB 
Maxtor SATA drive. 

Not so generous is the DVD drive 
provision (theres only one — a dual- 
layer rewriter from NEC). Without a 
companion DVD reader, youre restricted 
in the kinds of copying you can 
achieve, as you'll have to copy from 
disc to hard drive and then back again 
to new media. A more flexible solution 


SPECIAL RESERVE 
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eee 





would have been a lower-capacity 
hard drive and a DVD reader. 

There are a few other odd choices, 
too. Theres no modem in the system, 
though both Gigabit LAN and an 
802.11b wireless network connection 
are provided. We dont think broadband 
connectivity is available to enough of 
the country to make a modem an 
optional piece of equipment. 

Sound comes from a /1-channel 
ADI chipset on the Asus system board 
and runs a 5.1-channel set of Creative 
P580 speakers. These provide well- 


integrated sound for videos and games, 


MAXX 3D A64 3200+ 


= pE 


his gaunt silver and grey midi- 
tower case appears to hide two 
DVD drives behind hinged flaps, 
yet only one is installed, with no 
secondary DVD reader to accompany 
the NEC DVD rewriter. Theres a floppy 
drive further down, and inside — 
supporting the Athlon 64 3200+ — is a 
meagre 111GB Seagate hard drive. 
There are a couple of extras in the 
system, such as Gigabit LAN and a 
separate TV and FM tuner, so you can 
use the system as a IV and radio. 
Sound comes from the /]-channel 
sound chip on the Asus system board 








but here runs a 2.1-channel Trust 
1600P speaker set, which sounds a bit 
tinny in comparison with Creative or 
Altec Lansing alternatives. 

Graphics output comes courtesy 
of a surprisingly low-specification 
Radeon 9200SE adaptor, which runs a 
17in LCD monitor from VideoSeven. 
This is not a supplier whose monitors 
we've seen (or reviewed) before, but 
in direct comparison with brand-name 
devices, theres very little apparent 
difference in picture quality or the 
precision of image. This is obviously 
a brand to look out for. 


as well as for excellent sound 
reproduction for music. 

Graphics output comes from a 
high-end ATI Radeon 9800 Pro adaptor 
running a 1/in LG Flatron monitor, and 
the combination gives high-quality, 
high brightness graphics for business 
and games alike. 


In use 

The Microland system performed well 
in general office tasks, with a PC Plus 
Index of 1.11. It was in the 3D games 
arena that it really shone, though, with 
3DMark indexes of 19131 and 5,782 for 
the 2001 and 2005 versions 
respectively. Youre likely to be able to 
play most games and run graphic- 
intensive applications with little 
problem on this system. 


Service and support 

Microland provides a one-year collect 
and return warranty with the TECH Plus 
223, which is better than straight return 
to base cover, but still for less time than 
we would like to see. 


Conclusion 

A copy of Microsoft Works is provided 
with the Microland system and theres 
no doubt it offers strong performance. 
Whether this balances out the lack of a 
DVD reader or modem is something for 
your personal priorities to decide. 


In use 

The inclusion of the Radeon 9200SE 
graphics card has clobbered the 3D 
performance from this system. Indexes 
of 4,332 and 648 on 3DMark 2001SE 
and 3DMark 2003, respectively, shows 
how important a strong graphics 
adaptor is to the overall performance 
of a PC. It's a shame as the 
mainstream application performance 
isnt bad, with a PC Plus Index of 1.04. 
Not a leading light in the 3200+ field 
but nothing to be ashamed of. 


Service and support 

Special Reserve provides a two-year 
on-site warranty with the MAXX 3D 
A64 3200+, and claims to be with you 
within five working days. We've no 
real argument with the type or length 
of the warranty, but some suppliers 
can turn around a repair at their own 
factory in less than five days. While 
Special Reserve may be talking worst 
case scenario, wed still like to see 
somebody within 36 hours. 


Conclusion 

Special Reserve provides a copy of 
Microsoft Works 7 and the Pinnacle 
applications Power DVD and Instant 
CD/DVD, but it’s the lack of a DVD 
reader and the performance of the 
graphics card that really lets the 
system down. 








PRICE £8721 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Microland 0871 277 0366 
INFO www.microlanduk.com 
WARRANTY One year collect and 
return 
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PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Special Reserve 
0870 725 999 

INFO www.maxxpc.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site 
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PRICE £871 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Systemax 0870 729 7644 
INFO www.simply.co.uk 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site, one 
year return to base, labour only 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2003 


5,000 10,000 15,000 20,000 


PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 3 
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PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Tiny.Com 01282 777555 
INFO www.tiny.com 

WARRANTY Three years, return 
to base 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2003 


5,000 10,000 15,000 20,000 


PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 3 





TINY.COM 
TORNADO-64-3400XL 


Value 00000000009 
Features 0090000000 
Performance @©00000000 











SYSTEMAX 
Inspire 6022 


here are a number of aspects of 
the Inspire 6022 reminiscent of 
last month's Inspire 6017 priced at 
£799, Both are built around an Athlon 
64 3000+ with 512MB of memory and 
a 111GB Samsung hard drive running 
from a SATA controller. As with the JAL 
and Special Reserve PCs, this 
Systemax machine only has a DVD 
rewriter, and no accompanying reader 
to help with back-up and legitimate 
copying of DVD or CD media. 

The Microstar system board 
provides Gigabit LAN for those who 
want a fast network connection, but 





TINY.COM 


Tornado-64-3400XL 


O you get a PC that 
appears to be created completely 


differently from its competitors. This is 
the case with the Tiny.Com Tornado- 
64-3400XL. Where everybody else 
uses Athlon 64 2800+, 3000+ or 3200+ 
processors, Tiny.Com uses a 3400+. 
Where everybody else includes 512MB 
of main memory, Tiny.com generously 
fits a full gigabyte. 

Where everybody else uses hard 
drives of capacities between 110GB 
and 190GB, Tiny.Com offers a Seagate 
SATA device of 211GB. Of course, there 
are both DVD rewriter and DVD reader 
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theres no provision for reading 
memory cards, and no extras (such 
as a TV tuner). Sound comes from a 
/1-channel Realtek sound chip, but 
drives a set of 2.1-channel ZXR200 
speakers from VideoLogic. While 
these are only stereo, they're still 
among the best computer speakers 
currently available. 

Graphics output comes from a 
GeForce 6800LE graphics card, one of 
a new breed of card aimed at the 
value end of the high-performance 
market, but runs a 15in CTX monitor 
which, again, like the JAL PC, looks a 


ral 
EDITORS 
CHOICE 





in the front panel, along with a floppy 
drive and a seven-format memory 
card drive, providing access to new 
and old media alike. 

The 5.1-channel Realtek sound chip 
on the Microstar system board 
provides multi-channel sound to an 
excellent set of Altec Lansing AL251 
speakers that provide noticeably 
crisper, more vibrant sound than 
Creative P580s. 

The video signal is derived from an 
ATI Radeon 9800SE adaptor, well up 
Alls range, and runs a 1/7in Futura LCD 
monitor. This is perhaps the only dip in 
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touch under-specified in comparison 
with what's available elsewhere in 
this group test. 


In use 

Benchmark results aren't bad, with a 
PC Plus Index of 1.06 lying pretty 
much in the middle of the field. 
3DMark results of 172/74 and 6,6/5 are 
better than average and show that 
Nvidia's new chip can certainly hold 
its own with more expensive GPUs 
from other sources. 


Service and support 

Systemax provides a three-year 
warranty with the Inspire 6022. The 
first two years are on-site, with the 
final year return to base (labour costs 
only). The company doesn't state 
either call-out or turnaround times 
and we feel that, particularly with on- 
site cover, you need to know how 
long it will be before a technician gets 
to peek inside your poorly computer. 


Conclusion 

A copy of Microsoft Works 7 is 
provided with the machine and, all in 
all, this is a fair offering with 
reasonable performance. Yet, nothing 
makes you shout “I want one!” The 
lack of a second DVD drive and the 
15in LCD screen both serve to 
decrease its value proposition. 


an otherwise excellent specification, as 
the panel is less distinct and has a 
smaller viewing angle than most of the 
others examined here. 


In use 

As you might expect with the highest- 
clocked processor in the group, 
Tiny.Comss PC returns some impressive 
figures from our benchmarks. A PC Plus 
Index of 1.27 is a good 12 per cent 
higher than any other in the group, 
and though the 3D results aren't at the 
cutting edge, indexes of 13,6/1 and 
3,595 are still nothing to sniff at. 


Service and support 

Tiny.Com provides a three-year, return 
to base warranty with a turnaround of 
five working days. Theres nothing 
wrong with the length of this cover 
but, for convenience, it would be good 
if some of It were provided on-site. 


Conclusion 

A copy of Microsoft Works 7 and the 
three-month Microsoft Office trial are 
provided with the system, and we 
have the same reservations we 
expressed in the Mesh review. 
Otherwise, this Tiny.com PC has to 
come highly recommended, having a 
higher specification in almost every 
area than its main competitors in 
this group test. 
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This month's contenders up close... 








DETAILS 

Supplier Carrera CCL CFL Evesham JAL 

Model Vision 64 Plus SL30-PT Velocity VII (A64T160) Axis 64 A30P PC Plus Kob 6430 
Telephone number 0871 222 3456 01274 47 1257 01446 77 5985 0870 160 9500 0870 752 5810 
Info www.carrerassc.co.uk www.cclcomputers.co.uk www.cfl-systems.com www.evesham.com wwwJal.co.uk 
Price £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) 





Warranty 3 years on-site plus 1 year on-site plus 1 year return to base 2 years on-site plus 2 years on-site plus lifetime 
2 years return to base, 2 years return to base, 1 year return to base return to base, labour only 
labour only labour only 

Call-out/turnaround 3 days/2 days 1 day/5 days na/2 days 2 days/1 day 2 days/2 days 

Delivery charge (inc VAT) £40 £34 £34 £40 £25 

SPECIFICATIONS 

CPU type/Clock (GHz) Athlon 64 3200+/2.2 Athlon 64 3000+/2.0 Athlon 64 2800+/1.8 Athlon 64 3000+/2.0 Athlon 64 3000+/2.0 

Level 2 cache (KB) 512 512 512 512 512 

System board ASrock K8SX Soltek SLK8AV-2 MSI KT8 Neo FIS2R MSI K8N Neo Asus K8VSe Deluxe 

Chipset SiS 755/964 VIA K8T800 VIA K8T800 Nvidia nForce3 VIA K8T800 

Memory/bus clock (MHz) 333/400 400/400 400/400 400/400 400/400 

Supplied memory (MB) 512 512 512 512 512 

Maximum memory (GB) 2 2 3 3 3 

Hard drive make Maxtor 6Y120L0 Maxtor 6Y200M0 SATA Hitachi HDS72251 SATA Western Digital WD1600)B Maxtor 6Y120M0 SATA 

Hard drive capacity (GB) 114 189 153 149 114 

CD/DVD make/speed NEC DVD+RW/8x4x12 DL Sony DVD+RW/8x4x8 NEC DVD+RW/8x4x12 DL Sony DVD+RW/16x4x16 DL BTC DVD+RW/8x4x8 

Other drives and devices Samsung DVD 16x, floppy, Sony DVD 16x, floppy, Samsung DVD 16x, floppy, Sony DVD 16x, V92 modem, Sony DVD 16x, floppy, 

V92 modem, 10/100 LAN 7-card reader, V92 modem, 6-card reader, V92 modem, 10/100 LAN 6-card reader, 


10/100 LAN, TV tuner Gigabit LAN V90 modem, Gigabit LAN 


EXPANDABILITY 


PCI slots: total/free, AGP 


Drive bays External/Internal 


Ports 


Monitor model 

Monitor type 
Quoted/viewable (in) 

Dot pitch/max res (mm/pix) 
Video adaptor 

AGP level: system/card 
Video memory (MB) 


Soundcard 

Speakers 

BIOS make 

Power: run/suspend (VA) 
Noise level (dBA) 


Operating system 
Filing system 
Bundled software 





5/4, 1 
4, 2/5 


1x 9-pin serial, 6x USB 2.0, 
1x parallel 


Sharp LL-171G-B 

LCD 

17/1700 

1,280x1,024 

Nvidia GeForce FX 6800LE 
8x/8x 

128 


C-Media AC 97 5.1 
G-Star SS-205 2.1 
AMI 

146/72 

<40 


Windows XP Home SP1 
NTFS 


MS Works 7 DVD/CD-RW/ 
modem/sound utils 


PC verdict @ 
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5/3,1 
4, 2/4 


2x 9-pin serial, 6x USB 2.0, 
1x parallel 


Jetway AvidAV M1731S 
LCD 

17/1700 

1,280x1,024 

ATI Radeon 9800 Pro 
8x/8x 

128 


VIA VT1616 5.1 
Creative P580 5.1 
Award 

151/91 

<40 


Windows XP Home SP2 
NTFS 


StarOffice 7 Corel Draw 
Essentials, Travel Routing, 
Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD, 
Photo Album, NAV, utils 


PC verdict © 


5/4, 1 
3, 2/2 


1x 9-pin serial, 6x USB 2.0, 
3x FireWire, 1x parallel 


GRAPHICS SYSTEM 


Samsung SyncMaster 710V 


LCD 
17/1700 


1,280x1,024 


HIS Radeon 9600XT 


8x/8x 
128 


ALC 655 5.1 


Creative 6380 2.1 


AMI 
142/77 
45 


Windows XP Home SP2 


NTFS 


StarOffice 7 Corel Draw 
Essentials, Travel Routing, 


NAV, utils 


PC 


verdict 8 ) 


5/4,1 
4,1/4 


1x 9-pin serial, 6x USB 2.0, 
2x FireWire, 1x parallel 


Philips 170S 

LCD 

17/1700 
1,280x1,024 

ATl Radeon 9550 
8x/8x 

128 


C-Media AC 97 5.1 
Altec Lansing AL121 2.1 
Award 

137/29 

47 


Windows XP Home SP1 
NTFS 
CD/DVD/modem/sound utils 


PC verdict @ 


5/3,1 
4,2/5 


1x 9-pin serial, 6x USB 2.0, 
2x FireWire, 1 parallel 


gnr M1731S 

LCD 

15/15.00 

1,024x768 

ATI Radeon 9600 Pro 
8x/8x 

128 


ADI AD1980 5.1 

Altec Lansing VS2121 2.1 
AMI 

146/7 

<40 


Windows XP Home SP2 
FAT32 


WinCinema, PowerDVD, 
Power Producer, MediaShow, 
Nero, utils 


PC verdict © 
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DETAILS 

Mesh Microland Special Reserve Systemax Tiny.Com Supplier 
Matrix 64 3200+ DUAL TECH Plus 223 MAXX 3D A64 3200+ Inspire 6022 Tornado-64-3400XL Model 
0870 046 4747 0871 277 0366 0870 725 9999 0870 729 7644 01282 777555 Telephone number 
www.meshcomputers.com www.microlanduk.com www.specialreserve.com www.simply.co.uk www.tiny.com Info 
£821 (699 ex VAT) £821 (699 ex VAT) £821 (699 ex VAT) £821 (£699 ex VAT) £821 (699 ex VAT) Price 
2 years on-site plus 1 year collect and return 2 years on-site 3 years on-site 3 years return to base Warranty 
1 year return to base 
Depends where/2-3 days na/3 days 5 days/5 days Not stated na/5 days Call-out/turnaround 
£46 £34 £40 £29 £40 Delivery charge (inc VAT) 

SPECIFICATIONS 
Athlon 64 3200+/2.2 Athlon 64 3200+/2.2 Athlon 64 3200+/2.2 Athlon 64 3000+/2.0 Athlon 64 3400+/2.4 CPU type/Clock (GHz) 
1,024 512 512 512 512 Level 2 cache (KB) 
Asus K8VSE Deluxe Asus K8V Deluxe Asus K8V MSI K8N Neo MSI K8TM-ILSR System board 
VIA K8T800 VIA K8T800 VIA K8T800 Nvidia nForce3 VIA K8T800 Chipset 
400/400 400/400 400/400 400/400 400/400 Memory/bus clock (MHz) 
512 512 512 512 1,024 Supplied memory (MB) 
3 3 3 3 2 Maximum memory (GB) 
Maxtor 6Y160M0 Maxtor 6Y200M0 SATA Seagate $T3120022A Samsung $P1213C Seagate $T320082 Hard drive make 
152 189 111 111 211 Hard drive capacity (GB) 
Sony DVD+RW/12x8x16 DL NEC DVD+RW/8x4x12 DL NEC DVD+RW/8x4x12 DL Sony DVD+RW/8x4x12 NEC DVD+RW/8x4x12 DL CD/DVD make/speed 
Sony DVD 16x, floppy, Floppy, 802.11b wireless Floppy,V92 modem, Floppy, V92 modem, Gigabit LAN DVD 16x, floppy, V92 modem, Other drives and devices 
V90 modem, Gigabit LAN LAN, Gigabit LAN Gigabit LAN, TV/FM tuner 10/100 LAN 
5/4, 1 5/2,1 4/2,1 5/4, 1 3/2,1 PCI slots: total/free, AGP 
2x FireWire, 1x parallel 2x FireWire, 1x parallel 1x FireWire, 1x parallel 1x FireWire, 1x parallel 2x FireWire, 1x parallel 
Sharp LL-172A LG Flatron L1715S VideoSeven 1770A/MG CTX 5521A Futura HD17A Monitor model 
LCD LCD LCD LCD LCD Monitor type 
17/1700 17/1700 17/1700 15/15.00 17/1700 Quoted/viewable (in) 
1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,024x768 1,280x1,024 Dot pitch/max res (mm/pix) 
ATl Radeon 9600XT ATI Radeon 9800 Pro Sapphire Radeon 9200SE MSI GeForce FX 6800LE ATI Radeon 9800SE Video adaptor 
8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x AGP level: system/card 
128 128 128 128 128 Video memory (MB) 
ADI 1980 SoundMax 71 ADI 1980 SoundMax 71 ADI 1980 SoundMax 71 Realtek ALC850 71 Realtek ALC655 5.1 Soundcard 
Creative Inspire P580 5.1 Creative Inspire P580 5.1 Trust 1600P 2.1 Videologic ZXR200 2.1 Altec Lansing AL251 5.1 Speakers 
AMI AMI AMI Award AMI BIOS make 
156/26 181/10 147/14 127/89 218/22 Power: run/suspend (VA) 
<40 <40 <40 43 <40 Noise level (dBA) 
Windows XP Home Windows XP Home SP2 Windows XP Home SP2 Windows XP Home SP1 Windows XP Home SP1 Operating system 
NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS FAT 32 Filing system 
MS Works 7, Pinnacle Studio 9, MS Works, WinDVD, utils MS Works 7, Pinnacle Studio 9, MS Works 7, Nero, PowerDVD, MS Works 7 Pinnacle Studio 9, Bundled software 
Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD, WinDVD, Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD, utils modem/sound utils Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD, 
MS Office Trial, utils WinDVD, MS Office Trial, utils 


PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ 
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OJ benchmarks are designed to rigorously 
test every aspect of a PC to judge its overall 
performance. Each chart enables you to tell, at a 
glance, how each PC has performed in each area, 
plus its overall score (shown opposite). 

The PC Plus index gives a relative score against 
a baseline system that achieves a benchmark 
score of 1.0. The Baseline system for the PC Plus 
index 2002 consists of the following specification: 
1GHz AMD Athlon CPU, 256MB PC100 SDRAM, 10GB 
UDMA 100 7200 RPM Maxtor hard drive and 64MB 
Nvidia Quadro graphics card. For the PC Plus index 
2004 the specification is: 2.2GHz AMD Athlon XP 
3200+ CPU, 512MB of Corsair DDR400 RAM, 
7200rpm Western Digital hard drive and the 
nForce2 chipset. 

While every effort is made to test each PC to 
the same standard, some PCs simply refuse to 
cooperate with the benchmarking tools we use. In 
these instances we take the scores that we've 
obtained and make an assessment of the PC's 
performance based on these results. However, 
the PC will not receive a PC Plus index if both 
parts of the SYSmark test do not complete. 


AWARD WINNERS 


[ESS Editor's Choice 
EES Value 
EE Performance 


SYSmark 2004 Results 
Internet Content 


140 160 180 200 


190 
[|Microland | 187 
[Special Reserve} | 
JAL E 
Systemax [| 
Carrera f 
Evesham f 

CFL 159 

151 


SYSmark’s Internet Content benchmark tests 
a PC's ability to cope with content creation. 
A series of scripts runs a number of 
demanding applications, including Adobe 
Photoshop 6.01, Adobe Premiere 6, 
Microsoft Media Encoder 7.1, Macromedia 
Dreamweaver 4 and Flash 5. 


Bigger is better 
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PCPlus 
PC Plus Index Results 


0.8 1.0 


Each PC is put through a series of benchmarks to 
give an accurate picture of its overall performance 


1.2 14 


1.11 


Syse 
Special Reserve 108 


Carrera 105 


SYSmark 2004 Results 
Office Productivity 


202 


Systemax | | 
Carrera f 
Special Reserve] | 
Evesham f| 
CFL EEO 


CCL 111 


SYSmark’s Office Productivity benchmark 
tests a PC's ability to cope with everyday 
office applications. A series of scripts run a 
number of demanding applications, including 
Microsoft Office XP versions of Word, Excel, 
PowerPoint and Outlook. The benchmark is 
calculated from ICC and OP scores. 


Bigger is better 


The overall PC Plus 
benchmark score is taken 
from SYSmark2004 and then 
indexed against a 2.2GHz 
Athlon XP system. This means 
you can instantly see just how 
fast any PC system is. 


3DMark 2003 Results 
1024x768x32-bit 


2000 4000 6000 8000 


Carera f a 
Systemax | 
Microland EE 


CFL 3744 
3595 
| |2674 
[Evesham |2176 


Special Reserve |648 


3DMark benchmarks a PC's graphics 
subsystem at a number of different 
resolutions. Only the default scores for 
3DMark 2003 (at a resolution of 1,024x768 
pixels) are listed here. Each PC is also tested 
with the older 3DMark 2001SE benchmark, 
also run at 1,024x768 pixels. 


Bigger is better 
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PCPlus 


A clear-cut winner this month makes our jobs a 
tiny bit easier (please excuse the pun) 





Verdi 


> 





AMD's Athlon 64 
numbers are a guide to 
performance, but they're 
A not set in stone 
EDITOR'S 
CHOICE There are four different 
performance grades of Athlon 64 
processors in this group: the 2800+, 
3000+, 3200+ and 3400+, so you 
might expect a steady gradation in 
performance from the lowest rated 
of these chips to the highest. In 
fact, if you look at the PC Plus Index 
results for each system, you can 
see this isn't the case. 





EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Tiny.Com Tornado-64-3400XL 


PRICE £871 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Tiny.Com 01282 777555 
INFO wwwtiny.com 





WARRANTY Thiee years, return to base The Athlon 64 2800+ in the CFL 
l l l l produced an index of 0.96, just 
Q: the second month in a row, Tiny.Com walks labour, this excellent system represents exceptional under 12 per cent higher than the 
off with the Lab Test laurels. Theres really very value for money. 0.86 scored by the 3000+ chip in the 
little argument that this Tornado system should be Under test, the fast Athlon 64 3400+ romped away CCL, and the same as the score from 
the Editor's Choice when you look at its specification. with the PC Plus Index, too, returning a result a good Evesham's 3000+. Further up the 
It has a higher-clocked processor, double the 12 per cent higher than any of its competitors. This scale, the 3000+ in the JAL system 
memory, 10 per cent higher capacity hard drive anda system would be ideal for just about any use in the produced an index of 1.13, which 
. ; bettered or equalled the Mesh, 
better sound system than any other PC reviewed home or small office. 


Microland and Special Reserve 
PC verdict 000000000 systems, all of which run 3200+ 
processors. So what's going on? 
It's very difficult to correlate 
some of the results we see with 
a the specifications of the systems 
DE ` that produce them. It would be 


iii, | D tempting to say that these 
PERFORMANCE 
E AWARD- 


here. With extras like a seven-card reader thrown in 
and a good three-year warranty, including parts and 


performance discrepancies were 
a result of different chipsets, 
memory or hard drive throughput 
between the machines. 

Take the JAL and Microland 
systems, for example. Both use the 
same Asus K8VSE Deluxe system 
boards with the same VIA K8T800 
chipsets, the same 512MB of 
400MHz memory and similar 
Maxtor SATA hard drives (although 
different capacities). The JAL scores 
1.13 to the Microland’s 1.11 and yet 
the Microland uses a processor 


BEST VALUE BEST PERFORMER that should be 10 per cent faster. 
What about the graphics 


CCL SL30-PT Microland TECH Plus 223 adaptors? Could the choice swing 


it? Well, JAL uses an ATI Radeon 





PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 9600, while Microland invests in a 
SUPPLIER CCL 01274 471257 SUPPLIER Microland 0871 277 0366 Radeon 9800 Pro. So, again, the 
INFO www.cclcomputers.co.uk INFO www.microlanduk.com Mi ’ ' 
icroland should come out on top. 
WARRANTY One year on-site, two years return to base, labour only WARRANTY One year collect and return co'ane snouig P 


It all comes down to the way 
systems are configured. Settings 


he parts list on this CCL system reads well. As well O was more difficult to judge this month, made in the BIOS and within 

as an effective Athlon 64 3000+ processor and its as some systems excelled when running business Windows tan makea noticeable 
memory, a high capacity hard drive, a seven-card drive applications, while others did best on the 3D tests that difference to overall performance, 
and a separate TV tuner increase the flexibility of uses to reveal a games focus. The Microland system was sometimes greater than the 
which the system can be put. With a 5.l-channel sound definitely in the latter category, clocking up the highest difference between two processor 
system and an extensive software bundle, including 3DMark 2001SE result in the group and still keeping the performance grades. 
some very useful graphics applications and antivirus numbers high in the more taxing 2003 version of the 
protection, theres really little more you could ask of a benchmark. While its PC Plus Index was not the highest 
system at this price point. we saw, its still more than adequate for everyday use. 

PC verdict 0090000000 PC verdict 009000000 
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IMAGE EDITORS 


PCPlus LAB TEST 


->12 bitmap and vector image editors under the microscope 
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Editor's Choice Performance Award Value Award Chris Schmidt 

chris.schmidt@futurenet.co.uk 
Our top award for products Awarded to products that Awarded to products that ———SS 
that combine exceptional excel in our performance and | represent outstanding value Chris is a freelance web and 
performance and quality with | quality tests, where money is | for money, giving you more graphic designer, as well as a 
superb value for money less important bangs per buck regular contributor and reviewer 


for various magazines 


Jilt for choice with image-editing software. 


D Ya the right graphic application 
for your work can make all the difference 
_between frustration and satisfaction. But, as 
well as balancing the right level of complexity 
of an application with your particular 
requirements and abilities, there are a few 
additional issues to consider. The most 
fundamental decision to make is based on 
whether you intend to create your output 
using bitmap or vector principles. 

Bitmap (or raster) imagery is the most common 
format for working with photorealistic content, as it's 
based around grids- of individually coloured pixels that 
determine the final image. However, there are 
limitations, such as the jagged effect that occurs 
when scaling images larger than their original size. 





afo 
f mid ecks out the leading pen and pixel pushers 


This is due to additional pixel content needing to be 
created by the software. 

In contrast, the vector principle is more suited to 
illustrative work, as content is created using 
mathematical formulae to determine the shapes and 
Swatches of colour the artwork relies on. In this way, it 
becomes possible to scale images to infinity without 
any loss of quality, though the limited colour palette 
imposed by the lack of pixel data will flatten the 
appearance of all but the most ambitious projects. 

Although most graphics applications err towards 
either bitmap or vector principles, theres increasing 
support for both methods in todays applications. 
With this in mind, we've split our test into two 
sections, considering the popular bitmap method 
before exploring vector artwork. 


versions 
available 
on your 
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IMAGE EDITORS 


ADOBE Photoshop CS 


hotoshop has long been synonymous with 

digital imaging and continues to provide the 
yardstick by which all rival applications are judged. The 
current CS version is the eighth generation of Adobes 
flagship application, and it's widely used as an industry- 
Standard package across virtually all forms of creative 
media. These range from the original photographic target 
audience through to more recent users who need to edit 
visual content for graphic design, print, web production, 
DVD, film and video. 

In fact, so far-reaching is the applications influence that 
its native PSD file format has now become a standard 
method of saving and distributing artwork. And Adobe has 
ensured Photoshops success by keeping the title at the 
forefront of graphic software development. Each generation 
has seen yet another raft of essential features that make 
subsequent versions seem positively outdated, and sends 
rival development houses into a state of panic as they 
Strive to catch up. 


PRICE £490 (£404 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Amazon wwwamazon.co.uk 
INFO www.adobe.co.uk 


CPU SOOMHz or faster 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 with SP3, or XP 


The best performance 
Photoshop CS includes all the core features that have 
established it as a giant, while upgrades expand Its 
potential across a wider user-base than was previously 
directly supported. Of 
course, photographers 
have always had the 
most powerful image 
adjustment tools 
available, to provide the 
ultimate digital darkroom, 
yet graphic and print 
designers were also quick 
to pick up on the 
softwares potential, 
leading to a broader 
emerging user-base. 
With version 5.5, web 
designers were 
welcomed into the fold 
with the powerful ‘Save 
for Web’ feature, providing 
effective image 
optimisation controls. But 
it was the addition of the 
associated ImageReady application that really made the 
Photoshop/ImageReady bundle an essential tool during the 
web design era. ImageReady CS is still included and 
installed with Photoshop, though it will remain little-used 
unless working with web content is high on your wish list. 
Its abilities in creating interactive content, such as rollover 
images and animated GIFs, empowers the whole 
Photoshop bundle. Especially when you consider the 





The File Browser provides digital asset-management features with 
access to an image’s metadata, plus searchable keyword support. 


IF Dewy Frese. BRAD JAS ew ow! Ü eee 





ADOBE PHOTOSHOP CS 


00000000009 
009000000009 


Features 


Performance 


ImageReady bears a resemblance to Photoshop but provides 
dedicated tools for web design professionals. 
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The standard Photoshop interface allows for plenty of working 
space, with the toolbar and palettes providing access to 
frequently used features. 


image slicing tools available to both ImageReady and 
Photoshop that enable you to slice page designs 
automatically, and optimise and convert them into 
fully-functional web pages. 

The file browser, introduced in version 7 brought with it 
basic asset-management capabilities, but its only since the 
inclusion of enhanced support for metadata and searchable 
keyword association that the feature has really come of 
age. Also introduced was improved support for vector 
content: Photoshop has a natural bitmap history and, 
although fully-editable vector text and paths have been 
available for some time, it was only through the 
introduction of vector shapes and masks that vector 
content could be created more effectively. Importing native 
vector artwork with support for the generic EPS and 
Illustrator Al formats also meant content that was normally 
alien to Photoshop's bitmap environment could be handled 
much more reliably. 


All-round improvements 

The CS generation expands further with the long-awaited 
ability to apply text to an existing path, while layer 
compositions provide versatility to busy design studios that 
need to provide multiple variations on a working file to a 
remote client. There are numerous bread and butter 
improvements to be found in the latest version, too, with 
colour-handling made easier with the new ‘Match Colour 
Command’ and ‘Shadow/Highlight Correction’ tools, making 
small work of some complex tasks. More proficient users 
will appreciate the control enabled through the dedicated 
new histogram palette. 

Of course, photographers are not forgotten, with 
integrated digital raw file support making virtually any raw 
image file recognisable and previewable directly from 
within the File Browser. 16-bit support is expanded to 
enable support within layers, brushes, text, shapes and so 
on, and if you're considering Photoshop for video work, 
then non-square pixel support and guide presets will help 
you design reliable anamorphic content. The layers to files 
export facility also improves integration with related Adobe 
video titles, such as Premiere Pro and After Effects. 

Theres little to find fault with in Photoshop CS other than 
the price, which limits the reach and impact of the software 
to a predominantly professional user-base. But this 
shouldn't detract from its appeal. Photoshop is such a 
powerful application that the vast majority of users will 
never explore all it has to offer. It can certainly be 
intimidating, but for those willing to explore the seemingly 
infinite options available, Photoshop is by far the ultimate 
image-editing application. 
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ADOBE Photoshop Elements 3 


he recent release of Photoshop Elements 3 
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introduces a number of new features that 
considerably improve on the previous version. The 
software, which provides many of the core tools 
found in its bigger brother, is now available at a 
much-reduced price when compared with the 
industry standard title and, despite its relative 
limitations, theres more than enough to cater for 
its less ambitious target market. 

The main addition is the integration of Adobes 
Album software, which increases the potential behind 
the software with digital asset management 
capabilities. This includes keyword association and 
search options. It also finds itself with a revised 
interface that moves away from the traditional 
Photoshop appearance in what can only be assumed 
to be an attempt to make the software more 
approachable to the average home user. 

Other new features include the addition of the 
healing tools (previously only available in Photoshop) 
that provide a powerful method of removing 
blemishes from an image. Theres also RAW image 
support, included for the growing number of digital 
camera users, Supporting uncompressed formats, while 
16-bit support allows for more accurate control over 
colour handling. 

Naturally, there are limitations but these have been 
made by trimming features more relevant to the professional 
market which, arguably, only result in overcomplicating 
Photoshop to the novice user. Theres no File Browser 
(though the integration of Photoshop Album provides similar 
functionality) and channel editing is lacking. Masking is 
much simplified and the lack of CMYK separation is 
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core. Painter 9 


Q 9 is a unique offering within 7 
this round-up. Although its capable 

of manipulating bitmap content quite 
happily, its particular strength lies in the 
area of emulating natural media effects. 
Whereas most digital artists will turn 
towards vector illustration titles, it provides 
all the tools needed to create the kind of 
results youd expect if you were behind a 
canvas instead of a monitor, grasping a 
paint brush instead of the mouse. 

Of course, many applications we're 
considering this month allow the 
application of colour using a regular paint 
brush tool, but only Painter manages to 
capture the behaviour of not only the 
brush but also the way the paint behaves 
in relation to the canvas (as well as 
existing paint). 

The recent release of version 9 sees a 
number of upgrades and enhancements, 
one of which is the new Artists’ Oil 
Painting System, which enables you to 
apply paint blends created in the mixer 
palette, giving the software a more realistic feel as you mix 
and blend paints and colours. 

The software performs best with a graphics tablet, and 
once you take a few strokes with such a tool, you'll realise 
just how natural the results become with not just pressure 
influencing the stroke but also the brush angle — a method 
most apparent with the airbrush and palette knife, for 
example. Because of this unique approach, Painter has a 
rather specialised field of interest and will be top on the list 
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New users will find the revised interface clean and intuitive, but those 
upgrading from version 2 may take a moment to familiarise themselves. 


something that only high-end users will notice. The Pen tool 
and paths have also been removed, though vector content 
can still be created using the shape tools. 

New users will find the revised interface clean and 
intuitive but, when upgrading from version 2, it may take a 
moment to find work around the interface. In many ways, 
we preferred the older interface with its similarities to 
Photoshop, as this allowed some familiarity should you 
decide to upgrade, but this is a small concern. Overall, 
Photoshop Elements 3 will continue to provide the kind 
of reliable and comprehensive controls more casual 
Photoshop users will require. 
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Painter 9 adopts a standard image-editing interface with toolbars and palettes, 
although the results possible are totally unique. 


for anyone who wants to emulate such natural media 
techniques. lt can provide routine image-editing controls, but 
this isn't why it would be employed. It's primary strengths in 
the field of natural media are largely unrivalled. 

But that isn’t to say the software can't handle routine 
image editing tasks. With layers and channel access, and a 
logically organised menu system, its possible to carry out 
more common adjustments, though a less niche package 
will provide a more comprehensive range of options. 





PRICE £69 (£59 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Adobe 0131 458 6842 
INFO www.adobe.co.uk 


CPU S00MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 with SP4, or XP 
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PRICE £249 (£212 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Corel 020 8358 6658 
INFO www.corel.co.uk 


CPU 500MHZz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 2000 or XP 


COREL PAINTER 9 


Features 000000 
Performance @©0000000 


OVERALL 
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The GIMP 2 


PRICE Free 
SUPPLIER Download from website 
INFO www.gimp.org 


CPU 400MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows NT4, 2000, XP or Linux 
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Jasc Paint Shop Pro 9 


PRICE £90 (£74 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Jasc 0870 120 2186 
INFO wwwiasc.com 


CPU 1GHZz or faster 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


JASC PAINT SHOP PRO 9 
Value 000000000 
000000000 
00000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 
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inux users will be familiar with the 

GIMP as its long been the preferred 
image-editing application for the Linux 
OS. There had been ported versions of 
the previous generation, but the non- 
standard interface left many regular 
Windows users perplexed, and the 
software, despite its strengths, never 
really caught the creative imagination. 
However, after 10 years of development, 
the second version is now freely 
available for download. And with it 
come a number of improvements that 
make the software a much more 
accessible option. 

The main enhancement to be found 
is through the revised interface, which 
brings the software up to date and 
makes it all the more intuitive. It does, 
however, still make use of individual floating windows for 
the toolbar and palettes, which can sometimes be 
annoying, as such elements become invariably hidden 
behind the canvas as you work. 

However, for the cost of the download (and a little 
patience during installation!), the GIMP provides an 
incredibly powerful and flexible tool that rivals all but 
the most professional image-editing tools. The toolbar 
contains all the tools your'e likely to need, complete with 
contextual options that provide more specific control 
over their behaviour. 

Naturally layers and channels are supported, as are 
paths, which have been significantly updated in the new 
version, making them much easier to create (even for the 


Q: Shop Pro is arguably the most popular 
image editor, with a claimed 25 million users 


worldwide after 10 years since the humble 
shareware application emerged. With support for 
virtually every graphic and print format you can 
shake a stick at, the software has established itself 
as a budget alternative to the industry standard 
Adobe Photoshop. 

The current version boasts a revised interface 
that works contextually depending on the chosen 
tool or selection. This approach has worked 
successfully for similar applications, such as 
Macromedias MX range, as valuable screen space 
is freed up for working on your images while more 
relevant options become available as you use 
them. The ability to dock these palettes where you 
want them is another neat feature that will help 
organise your workflow. 

Various tools have been added or enhanced to 
make things more flexible. The Background Eraser 
Brush is useful for isolating foreground and 
background objects without resorting to complex 
masks while the new Warp brush owes a cursory 
nod to Photoshops Liquefy tool for creative distortion of 
imagery. Various filters and special effects have also been 
added, some more useful than others — Lens Correction 
being a benefit although the Balls and Bubbles effect you 
may find of limited use... 

Another Photoshop influence can be found with the layers 
palette where folder support is now possible, providing some 
essential methods of organising more complex creations that 
extend beyond basic image-editing into page layout. And 
whether youre a new or an upgrading user, you'll be grateful 
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The GIMP’s interface is much improved on the previous generation, though the floating 
windows still take some getting used to, and there’s no docking feature (yet). 


novice user). Similarly, theres support for the kind of features 
more experienced users will expect, such as levels and 
curves adjustments, plus a range of filters and effects that 
wouldnt feel out of place within Photoshop. There are a few 
limitations, with lack of adjustment layer support being the 
most notable, but this can be worked around, and only the 
most professional user would find issue with its omission. 

There are still some installation issues that need 
addressing, but you can find all the necessary installation 
files, plus some invaluable advice, through ‘the GIMP for 
Windows’ site at www2.arnes.si/“sopjsimo/gimp. The 
GIMP may not rival the abilities of Photoshop, but if you 
want a comprehensive range of tools with a more hands-on 
approach, and all for free, look no further. 
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A good all-round package at a reasonable price, Paint Shop Pro provides 
a worthy budget alternative to the dominance of Adobe Photoshop. 


for the added Learning Centre and Product Tour options, 
which will bring you quickly up to speed. 

Established Paint Shop Pro users are always keen to 
compare their preferred title with Photoshop but, despite its 
comprehensive tools and features, this is a hard claim to 
justify, Although it cannot be denied that the software 
provides all the requirements the average pixel pusher will 
ever need, there are limitations for the professional user. But 
for the more casual user, Paint Shop Pro provides a solid 
selection of tools that balance manual adjustments with 
automated Wizards, allowing for the most consistent results. 
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MACROMEDIA Fireworks MX 2004 


PRICE £249 (£212 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Macromedia 0131 458 6766 
INFO www.macromedia.com 


CPU 600MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 98SE or later 


MACROMEDIA FIREWORKS 
MX 2004 

Value 000000000 
00000000 
00000000 


Features 


Performance 





Vi sats is well-known to web designers, 
as it provides some of the most respected 
industry standard tools: the web-authoring 
package Dreamweaver and the Internet animation 
software Flash. And with such a pedigree, it should 
come as little surprise that Fireworks provides what 
is arguably the only real alternative to Photoshop 
for professional designers. 

Fireworks has particularly strong features more 
Suited to web designers. For example, it allows not 
only the design of online components but also 
supports the creation of more specific web 
features, such as rollover buttons and animations, 
through to more complex dHTML menus that 
would normally be impossible for a designer to 
create without technical assistance. 

Another area in which the software excels is in 
its Support for vector content. The toolbar contains 
all the usual tools youd expect to find from a 
predominantly bitmap-oriented application, though 
theres a dedicated selection of options specific to 
the vector format, which includes the familiar pen and text 
tools, in addition to more flexible predefined and freehand 
shape tools. The advantage is that layout designs can be 
created in such a way that subsequent edits can be carried 
out without undue ‘blockiness’ occurring. This is especially 
useful when resizing imagery, should you decide that a 
project might need to cross over between screen and print 
output. 

Naturally, coming from Macromedia, theres plenty of 
cross-application integration with related titles. This ensures 
such hybrid bitmap/vector content remains consistent 
whether exported to the vector environment of Flash or 





uLEAD Photolmpact XL 


PRICE £30 (£26 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Ulead 

+49 271 310 0830 (Ger) 
INFO www.ulead.co.uk 


CPU 450MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 98SE or later 


ULEAD PHOTOIMPACT XL 


Value 0090000000 
Features 000000 
Performance @©000000 
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Hailing from the eminent Macromedia stable, Fireworks provides a powerful 
feature-set with flexibility that would appeal to web designers. 


Freehand, or sent straight to JPG or GIF for website integration. 
Similarly, existing users of Macromedia titles will find 
themselves instantly at home with the title. Consistencies 
between the Macromedia interfaces are apparent, from the 
menu and palette organisation through to the toolbar and 
related properties panel. 

Fireworks is the natural choice for the web designer, 
boasting dedicated features that often exceed those of the 
mighty Photoshop. And with its extended vector features and 
a price tag at around half the cost of the Adobe giant, there 
may be a few additional reasons for the professional 
designer to take a second look. 




















hotolmpact has been a long-standing 


to its ease of use, low price and range of available 
tools. The current XL version has proved popular to 
existing users, while providing a more than 
capable entry-level image editor for new users. 

The software is bundled with a range of 
features that make the software more of a Suite of 
tools than simply an image editor. In addition to 
the primary application, you'll find Photo Explorer 8 
(to take care of asset management capabilities), 
GIF Animator 5 (with its web animation abilities), 
COOL 360 (for stitching panoramic image 
sequences) and Photolmpact Album (for more 
advanced database asset organisation). 

There are also video tutorials included on the 
installation CD that should help new users get up 
to speed with the unique interface approach, as 
well as more than 5000 royalty-free images 
courtesy of Hemera, and a selection of plug-ins 
from Alien Skin Eye Candy. Theres also a collection 
of 300 GIF animations should you feel such features 
will enhance your site design. 

The key new features the XL version showcases are 
primarily filter- and production-based. Novice users will 
appreciate the new ExpressFix tool, which automates the 
colour balance and adjustment process. This is 
complemented by the Remove Colour Cast option that brings 
out truer colours often muted by digital cameras. 

Various filters add to the programs capabilities, but the 
High Dynamic Range feature is of particular interest. This 
combines several shots of a subject taken at varying 
exposure levels to extend the perceived tonal range, not 
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Photolmpact’s mass of icons and buttons creates a confusing interface but, 
with some perseverance, effective results are possible. 


unlike Photoshops Shadow/Highlight feature. However, 
Photolmpact does show signs of trying too hard to do too 
many things. Most photographic adjustments are taken care 
of by Wizards and, although the manual approach can be 
attempted, the unique interface is frustrating at times. But 
despite this, theres an incredible amount of functionality 
squeezed into the package that could make it the natural 
choice for those in search of a modestly priced all-round 
entry-level package. However, with little upgrade potential 
and a quirky working environment, it might be worth 
checking out the trial version first. 





ADOBE Illustrator CS 





p 
ts little coincidence that Adobe = 
happens to provide the leading 
vector graphics application. As the ideal 
complementary title to the bitmap-based 
Photoshop, Illustrator provides yet another 
industry standard. What tends to be forgotten 
is that Illustrator, originally released in 1987 is 
actually the original Adobe image-editing 
application. The company launched it and 
moulded the DIP revolution of the time, 
with features such as the first postscript 
printer and imager setters and, of course, 
the Adobe Type Library. 

As history reveals, the software had a 
natural head start within the industry, and 
when Photoshop was eventually released in 
1990, Adobes dominance of the digital 
imaging market was complete. 17 years later 
and the 1th generation of Illustrator is 
incorporated into the current CS range, and its 
dominance has failed to diminish, with the 
coupling of Illustrator and Photoshop still 
widely accepted as industry standard. 
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Too many features? 

But vector applications such as Illustrator often provide 
specialist tools that many casual users don't require. As the 
title suggests, the software is targeted towards illustrative 
work, or the creation of more accurate and rescalable 
content, whereas bitmap applications tend to provide more 
all-round capabilities. To fully master the software, you'll 
need a fair amount of natural artistic talent before you even 
attempt to get to grips with the path-driven approach vector 
applications rely on. 

As the leading application in its field, Illustrator naturally 
provides all the tools necessary to create and edit vector 
content, whether this takes the form of the softwares native 
Al format, or the cross application EPS standard. Of course, 
the software can also handle files from related and rival 
applications, such as Adobe Acrobat and Macromedia 


Freehand, as well as the majority of bitmap formats. It should 


be noted, though, that working with bitmap content within a 
vector environment allows for limited editing functionality. 
Any editing of bitmap content should be carried out earlier 
with something like Photoshop. 

There are particular improvements in the current CS 
version for creating Adobe Acrobat content, with advanced 
typographical controls that enable the creation of PDFs 
using settings and options consistent with Acrobat Distiller 
software (as well as support for PDF layers). This has the 
particular advantage of enabling content to be hidden or 
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Photorealistic artwork can be created, though skill, patience and 
talent are essential to move away from the flattened vector feel. 
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Interface consistencies between Illustrator and Photoshop help to forge the 
alliance between the two applications, creating the ultimate paired toolset. 


displayed by the Acrobat software to organise and reveal 
different design options. 

A common complaint with vector results is the flattened 
appearance the method tends to create. Textures and depth 
can be recreated, though it can take some time if your work 
is to move away from the identifiable indexed appearance 
the artwork imposes. However, the current CS version of 
Illustrator provides rudimentary 3D effects for the creation of 
basic shapes and type treatments, supports lighting effects, 
and can wrap artwork around shapes. 


Integrated design 
Naturally, Illustrators print 
support and capabilities 

are well established, but 
they're not exempt from 
improvement. Faster 
rendering and more 
consistent print results, 
including the Fit to Page and 
Print Preview, should help to 
avoid wasting time, money 
and resources when sending 
projects to print. And with its 
close links with Acrobat, it 
becomes even easier to 
ensure completed work is 
sent to a print bureau exactly 
as youd have anticipated. 

As part of the Adobe 
Creative Suite, Illustrator can 
be linked to more than Acrobat: work can be sent 
efficiently to and from the Adobe publishing package, 
InDesign, and even GoLive, its related web design 
application. While in the day-to-day world of office 
communication, Illustrator CS finds itself able to print, 
display and work with content generated by Microsoft 
Office products, so you can add polish to those dry tables 
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and pie charts to make things appear a little more inspiring. 


But its the pairing of Illustrator with Photoshop that really 
makes the combined applications the ultimate toolset in 
manipulating digital imagery. 

But, like Photoshop, Illustrator is a high-end professional 
application that may not present itself too sympathetically 
to the casual or novice user. Unless you intend to dedicate 
time and energy into pushing the boundaries of the 
software (and your artistic abilities), Illustrator could prove 
to be an expensive desktop icon. Professional creatives, 
however, need little reassurance of its abilities. 








PRICE £480 (£396 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Amazon wwwamazon.co.uk 
INFO www.adobe.co.uk 


CPU 600MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 with SP3, or XP 





The vector principle enables artwork to be resized upwards with no 
loss in image quality, making it an ideal medium for creating logos. 
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core. CorelDRAW 12 


wW) eve grouped the CorelDRAW suite with the vector 
applications because its primary application provides 
vector tools and features. The suite does, however, provide 
a broad range of options that includes bitmap image- 
editing via the integrated Photo-Paint, as well as web 
motion graphics through RAVE. There's also a plethora of 
smaller applications and utilities that provide almost 
everything you'll ever need for working with digital imagery. 

With a history going back almost as long as Adobe 
Illustrator, CorelDRAW has an army of loyal users, though 
its never managed to break into the professional market 
to steal ground from the monopolistic Adobe and 
Macromedia programs. Curiously, CorelDRAW is more 
widely-used and respected in the US, where it ranks almost 
as highly as its heavyweight rivals. When you consider the 
range of features available within the integrated suite, it 
isnt hard to see why. 

The current version was released amid a buzz of 
publicity from the Corel camp. Corel enthused about its 
‘revolutionary’ features, such as the new Smart Drawing 
tool, which provides an intelligent method of creating 
artwork — the software recognises your completed hand- 
drawn attempt before dynamically correcting it to adopt 
more precise objects. In theory, this means you no longer 
need dedicated tools to draw perfect circles or squares, 
leaving you free to concentrate more on creating the end 
result. But, in practice, the feature takes some getting used 
to. As much time can be spent correcting the occasionally 
over-vigilant tool as actually using it. 

There are various other features to improve your 
workflow efficiency, from the eyedropper that samples 
properties from one object for instant application onto 
another, to the Virtual Segment Delete tool, which helps to 


MACROMEDIA Freehand MX 


Q s Macromedia Fireworks MX provides a worthy 
adversary to Adobe Photoshop CS, so it is that 
Freehand MX poses the biggest threat to Illustrator CS. In 
context, both Macromedia titles are relative newcomers to 
the scene and this has led to them not quite getting the 
kind of foothold in the market their obvious abilities would 
suggest. Yet, just as you might complement Illustrator with 
Photoshop, you can easily pair Freehand with Fireworks to 
gain control over your bitmap and vector output. 

Freehand is more than capable of matching Illustrator 
on a professional level, providing all the tools and features 
youd expect from a leading vector graphics application. 
And, in many ways, the differences lie primarily between 
the different approaches each application takes to achieve 
your goals. There are natural links with its web design 
Macromedia stablemates in the form of integrated cross- 
application features, but this isn't to suggest the program is 
weaker when outputting for print or illustration. 

Master pages provide templates that speed up layout, 
and the unique multi-page environment provides a clear 
overview of large documents. The Object panel provides 
relevant information on a selected object from a single 
point, as well as the ability to swap items around with 
those already saved within the Library. And, of course, its 
design capabilities have been improved with support for 
multiple attributes, live effects, a perspective grid and 
vector transparency. 

However, with close ties to Macromedia Flash, the 
vector-driven web animation package, there are obvious 
benefits when creating dynamic web content. Flash itself 
provides rudimentary illustration tools, though these quickly 
reveal their limits on more ambitious projects that go 
beyond basic navigation bar or button design. In which 
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CorelDRAW's dynamic guides provide methods of aligning 
content on-the-fly, while intelligent drawing tools help to 
improve workflow by predicting shapes. 


clean up line drawings and simplify curve editing. Dynamic 
guides simplify page layout, as the software provides visual 
clues that help align objects in relation to one other. The 
suites bitmap editor, Photo-Paint, provides solid tools for 
the task, although R.A.VE. is a weak contender when 
compared with rival Macromedia Flash. The suite certainly 
offers some comprehensive options but you'll need to use 
all the suites components to get full value for money. 
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Cross-title integration and interface similarities means Freehand 
MX is familiar to users of other Macromedia titles, including its 
professional bitmap editor, Fireworks. 


case, Freehand is the natural choice in terms of interface 
similarities, as well as being the provider of some of the 
best Flash export options available. This is a timely 
reminder of the benefits (from both Adobe and 
Macromedia) or having a family of tools that integrate 
well with one another. 

A professionals decision to opt for either Freehand or 
Illustrator may be determined by their preference for related 
titles, or the media they're working with, yet both are as 
capable as the other. It could be argued that Adobe 
Illustrator has the edge by establishing itself much earlier 
as an industry standard. 








PRICE £422 (£359 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Corel 020 8358 6658 
INFO www.corel.co.uk 


CPU 450MHz or faster 

RAM 256MB 

OS Windows 2000, XP or Tablet PC 
Edition 


LecPlus ratings 
COREL CORELDRAW 12 


Value 000000 
Features 00900000 


Performance @©0000000 
OVERALL 7) 





PRICE £299 (£255 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Macromedia 0131 458 6766 
INFO www.macromedia.com 


CPU 300MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98SE or later 


MACROMEDIA FREEHAND MX 


Value 000000000 
Features 009000000 
Performance @©0000000 


OVERALL 


| 
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serIF DrawPlus 7 


PRICE £80 (£68 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Serif 0800 376 4848 
INFO wwwserif.com 


CPU 300MHz or faster 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


Q: the more affordable consumer end of 
the market, we find DrawPlus. Serif is 
well-known for its entry-level applications that 
cover a wide range of media tools, from DIP 
to 3D rendering. The vector graphics editing 
tools in DrawPlus may not rival the strength 
and power of the industry favourites but, for 
the casual home user, there are more than 
enough strengths to cater for everyday use. 
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On launching the software, a start-up 
wizard appears to aid with the creation of 
a new design using one of many available 
templates. As with many template-driven 
applications, these options aren't the most 
inspiring but they'll certainly help put much 
of the preparation work behind you (which 
will prove invaluable if illustration isnt your 
forte). Additional start-up wizards cover 
animation, allowing for the creation of ; 
banner ads and web buttons. Theres also a i — 
basic drawing mode, which simply prompts cif tet E Gay AABO Ale [hee team eure 
you to choose canvas dimensions before 
enabling you to create your masterpiece. 

The subsequent interface is well- 
organised and makes the task of creating new work 
straightforward. Its based around a toolbar containing 
recognisable icons and a broad range of palettes, all organised 
through tabs to keep screen clutter to a minimum. Theres 
plenty of advice available to new users through the easy to 
read (and easy to understand) documentation, as well as 
numerous pop-up tips that appear when a tool is selected. 

One of the most encouraging aspects about the software 
for the more casual artist is the way in which work can be 
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An intuitive interface and plenty of advice along the way makes DrawPlus an easy 
application to get to grips with, though there are limitations. 


produced. Whereas more high-end vector packages will 
assume a certain level of experience, with core features, such 
as paths and Bézier curves, DrawPlus provides plenty of 
supportive variant tools that help you better understand just 
how these aspects work. 

But simplifying the process also means cutting corners, 
though the software will be welcomed by less experienced 
artists. Those with a better understanding of whats involved 
will soon find limitations. 





SERIF DRAWPLUS 7 
0000000 
000000 
Performance @00000 


Value 


Features 








K is the relative newcomer in our vector 
round-up. The ‘T refers (rather confusingly) 
to the second generation, though the best part 
of two years passed before the revised version 
was revealed, replacing the original Xara X. With 
such relative immaturity, and a modest price 
tag, youd be forgiven for thinking that this is 
one of the weaker programs under review. But 
youd be mistaken. 

The original title gained popularity early on, 
not just with novice users, but also with a 
growing artistic audience who felt traditional 
high-end applications tended to dwell too much 
on technicalities without accommodating for 
freedom of expression. And though the title is 
predominantly a vector package, there are more 
than a generous amount of features that 
support bitmap content, providing options that 
make the best of both worlds. 

Many of the key upgrades to the X! version 
are hidden under the bonnet: the third 
generation of the rendering engine has been 
revved up to provide even faster results. The 
improvement is most noticeable with more 
complex projects, though the ability to drag solid objects 
as opposed to the more common wireframe outline, 


PRICE £105 (£86 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Xara 01442 35 0000 
INFO www.xara.co.uk 
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CPU 75MHz or faster 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 
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Xara X! offers a clean and well-ordered interface that makes the most use of 
your available screen space — a far cry from the GIMP 2. 


export. All of these ensure that your output is more 
consistent when sent to the printers. 


Gai a demonstrates the improved performance, as well as offers In such terms, Xara X! is more comparable with the 
XARA X: a more Intuitive approach when assembling artwork. CorelDRAW suite. Yet, at a fraction of the price, and with 
Value TOTO There will always be limitations when working with non- usability and flexibility at the fore, not to mention an 





abundance of technical capabilities, Xara X! provides an 
excellent all-round package. Better still, its relatively 
simple to learn and will support you to whatever level 
you choose to take it.. 


vector content, but another X enhancement is the Picture 


Editor feature. This enables basic bitmap editing directly 
within the software and offers improvements to CMYK 


separations, CMYK on screen plate preview and CMYK TIFF 
KESI PCPlus 223 | December 2004 
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“Technology focus — pixels vs paths d 


Just what is the difference between the bitmap and vector image formai s 
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TT, ith such a large number of image-editing editor. However, there are E 
W) applications to consider, it makes sense to disadvantages related to 












split them between the two bitmap and vector the format, with e. 
formats. Bitmap is the most common method of huge file sizes not Sora SR 
working with digital imagery, as it enables uncommon, and 

individual pixels to determine colour tones within». occurrences of pixelation 


an image. Vector is more suited to illustra tive i when resizing content 
work, using more of an object-oriented approach higher than its original 
to creating artwork. > QS Gg ensions. 

Pushing pixels Tia Strokes and fills = 
Bitmap imagery is by far the most pag : j Q By contrast, vector files asy fi | 
simply because photorealistic re relatively small in terms ofi p 


possible. An image is mapped out th gh a g vi gital storage and have , 
e iiig 


of individually coloured square pixeles a advantage of bei oige 
enables an image to be perceived A able to scale to any size Ss 
Creating photo; 
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and realistic tones. Creating the same kind of without any losg of quality. though y yol 
effect within a vector application would take This is because vector 
hours of work, by the hand of an expert. artwork i is based on mathematical fora 


Then there's the fact that most artwork is 
imported through a scanner or digital camera, 
which renders results as bitmap. So, continu d 
editing will logically y on a dedicated bii 


| ine size, colour and the positi ion 
ject rather than their individua 
thod, you can resize an 
software to automatic 










creasing number of applications 
upport both methods and allow for the 
bes h worlds. Adobe Photoshop is 
i arly a bitmap application but it also offers 
support for paths, vector shapes and masks, and 
text remains editable using vector principles. 
el en Photoshop is no match for a dedi 
lor application such as Adobe Illlustrator or 
edia Freehand. Both of these applicatio 
S ‘ EG e Aap content to be integrated into a 
or outlines, mrotide the container for a vector but any bit editing must be 
while the fill determines the colour cor carried ou a dedicated pixel-based 
y 1,000 per Pent there's little scope for colour varia application : 
Eion, while the explains why vector artwork is ident by its experience the 
flattened colour tones. i drive you insane 




















































Technology focus — converting formats 


Turning a vector into a bitmap is easy but what about the other way around? 











ue to the nature of the two formats, dimensions to intelligently 

D) it's a straightforward task to convert a recreate new content using 
vector image to bitmap as this will enable the vector principles. Genuine 
export of work into any number of bitmap Fractals (www.lizardtech. 
formats. Similarly, many bitmap applications can com) provides dedicated 
read common vector formats, and opening a tools that analyse image 
vector file will prompt you to enter dimensions at composition before making 
which the vector file will be rasterised for use use of vector and bitmap 
within the bitmap environment. principles. 

However, converting a bitmap into a vector is a The ‘true’ artist will tend 
much more complex task. Many vector to recreate any bitmap 
applications will have some kind of tracing tool assets by hand. Illustrators 
that will attempt the task for you, but results can may sketch ideas on paper 
be unpredictable depending on the complexity of and import the scanned 
the original image. There are dedicated tools, such results before recreating 
as Adobe Streamline, that enable you to control their final project by hand. 
the conversion but, again, results may still need to This enables them to retain 
be manually edited. their personal style that raf 3 AA 

Vector-based tools can also be used to scale would be impossible for Applications such as pxl SmartScale can increase the size of bitmap 
bitmap images larger than their original any software to capture. E imagery using vector principles to avoid pixelation normally associated 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Jasc Paint Shop Pro 9 


PRICE £90 (£74 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Jasc 0870 120 2186 
INFO wwwiasc.com 


GQ?" Shop Pro may not have the ultimate power 
of Photoshop, but it does provide a 
comprehensive selection of tools and features and 
does so through a balance of wizards and manual 
controls at a price that makes for a formidable 
combination. A long history and broad user-base 
have also helped to shape the software, and despite 


BEST VALUE 


The GIMP 2 


PRICE Free 
SUPPLIER Download from website 
INFO www.gimp.org 





S an open source project, the GIMP has arguably 

had the most development time (10 years), and 
the resulting software provides excellent tools for 
working with bitmap content. There may be limitations 
for the more professional high-end user, but, for the 
price of a simple download, this second version of the 
GIMP is in a class of its own. 


PC verdict 


0090000000 


IMAGE EDITORS 





its bitmap roots, the software supports a range of 
vector principles and file formats that forms an 
impressive all-round image editing package. It will be 
more than enough for all but the most demanding 
professional artists and designers. 


PC verdict 000000000 





BEST PERFORMER 


Adobe Photoshop CS 


PRICE £490 (£404 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Amazon www.amazon.co.uk 
INFO www.adobe.co.uk 






. 
a 
PERRORMANCE 
SAWARD 


dobe Photoshop needs little qualification for its 

Performance award. Since 1990, the software has 
been the yardstick by which rival bitmap image-editing 
applications are compared, and forms the software 
cornerstone around which many of the creative 
industries are based. 


PC verdict @©00000000 





BEST VALUE 


Xara X! 


PRICE £105 (£86 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Xara 01442 35 0000 
INFO www.xara.co.uk 





C the average cost of high-end vector 
applications, Xara X is a bargain. Add to this its 
ability to create professional-quality output through an 
interface that enables those with artistic tendencies to 
concentrate on their craft, and Xara’ is onto a winner. It's 
also relatively simple to learn and has a sterling range of 
guides to help you along the way. 


PC verdict @©00000000 


BEST PERFORMER 


Adobe Illustrator CS 


PRICE £480 (£396 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Amazon www.amazon.co.uk 
INFO www.adobe.co.uk 
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SAWARD 


s the oldest title in our round-up, Illustrator has 
had more than enough time to assert its authority 
over rival vector applications. Theres stiff competition 
from Macromedia Freehand, but Illustrator retains its 
crown by virtue of age and dominance within the 
industry. Yet, with any high-powered performer, theres 
a steeper-than-average learning curve. 


PC verdict @@ee0e0000 





Which image editor? You're spoiled for options, but 
don't look any further than an old friend... 


Art may be subjective, 
but the tools we need to 
create it need a little 
more discipline... 


There are numerous factors to 
consider when comparing such a 
wide variety of titles. 
Understanding the difference 
between bitmap and vector 
applications is an obvious 
distinction but what makes an 
application truly successful is how 
effective it is as a general tool for 
a wider user-base. High-end 
applications will inevitably 
intimidate the casual user, while 
simplified applications frustrate 
the professionals. 

Paint Shop Pro 9 delivers a 
good balance with an impressive 
combination of tools and features 
and an accessible range of 
optional wizards. It provides for 
the more experienced artist, too, 
with the control they expect as 
their experience develops. Price 
has been a major factor in its 
success, being, at times, less than 
a tenth of the price of Photoshop, 
but the Adobe title is by far the 
ultimate all-round image editing 
application. If cost and user 
experience weren't an issue, there 
would be nothing to match it. 

Photoshop Elements may 
provide an interim solution but 
this, ultimately, is where it will 
stay, as there are too many 
limitations to make it a long-term 
option. And while the GIMP has 
potential, its failing is in its 
tendency to overestimate the 
average user's familiarity with 
their computer, and the various 
bugs and glitches that need 
addressing will dissuade all but 
the most persistent artist. 

With vector applications, it’s a 
two horse race: Adobe and 
Macromedia yet again battle for 
dominance, while Xara provides a 
refreshingly obvious choice for the 
casual designer and those with 
more experience. 

The fact remains that there's a 
huge range of graphics software 
available for the PC, and our 
considered titles have all proven 
themselves popular and reliable 
options. Choosing the right one is 
a simple case of balancing your 
experience with what you hope to 
achieve, and your budget. 
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ou spend every moment at your computer in 
Y) their company, but they're invariably the last 
«things to be upgraded. Every machine comes with a 
basic keyboard and mouse combination for typing in 
words, navigating Windows, and occasionally a few 
extra buttons to throw open the ‘My Document’ folder 
or adjust your computer's volume. They serve their 
purpose, but you can do better. 
In this round-up, we went looking for peripherals 
that can make a genuine difference to your day-to-day 
computing life. It could be as simple as providing a 
wireless connection, via standard radio or modern 
Bluetooth, Orby. moving away from standard keyboard 
design to an entirely different, RSI-busting vertical 
arrangement. Even so, these are merely chipping away at 
the tip of the iceberg. From alternative designs to bonus 
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Editors Choice 


Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality 

7 with superb value for money 





featuresprogrammable buttons to advanced technology Performance Award 


capable of projecting a usable keyboard onto any flat 
surface, theres no shortage of peripherals that go far 
beyond two mouse buttons and a hundred beige keys. 

In addition to the traditional mice and keyboards, we'll 
also be taking a look at a couple of these more esoteric 
control methods, such as plugging’a graphics tablet into 
your machine. Beyond these, you'll find a whole range of 
trackballs, speech recognition systems, floating pens and 
other modern devices looking to completely reshape the 
PC landscape. Will they be successful? They haven't yet, 
but we've learned to ‘never say never’. Nobody was 
particularly excited about the mousewheel when it first hit 
the market. The future of interface technology could 
already be with us, hidden in some unknown mouse or 
keyboard, waiting for its turn in the spotlight. 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance 
and quality tests, where 
money is less important 





Value Award 


Awarded to products that 
represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bangs per buck 
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CHERRY G80-3000 


PRICE £49 (£42 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 


CHERRY CyMotion Master Solar 


PRICE £57 (£49 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 





INFO www.cherry.de 01582 76 3100 


GO: a keyboard. It has 101 keys 
on it and three lights. It plugs 


into a PS/2 port, and you can type 
on it to make words appear on your 
screen. The simple fact is that no 
matter how many fingerprint 
scanners or vertical layouts, or 
Bluetooth connectors you click into a 
particular design, sometimes all you 
want is a general, bog-standard 
board of keys without the trimmings 
(or ‘classic edition’, if you prefer). 
What's noticeable is that, while 
this board has no added features, the 
actual typing part remains precisely 
the same as the other models on 
test. In practice, you don't need 
shortcuts or built-in scrollbars — they 
work well as gimmicks for a few 
hours after connecting a new model 
to your computer, but scroll forward a 
year and how many of them are still 
being used? Mice have moved from 
ball to optical, tablets have grown 
bigger and better, but keyboards as a 
whole have moved on very little over 
the past two decades. We even still 
use the QWERTY layout, a typing 
system invented to help prevent 
typewriters getting into a fuss — 
systems like DVORAK have never 





achieved the necessary mindshare to 
make real inroads into the market. 

When you really need to knuckle 
down to it, you can get on just fine 
with the least flashy, most ‘practical’ 
devices around. This particular 
model has nothing to recommend it, 
but thats not the damning criticism 
that it might be in many circles. 
Theres some value to be had in the 
familiar — the everyday feeling of 
finger on plastic. But at the end of 
the day, its dull as ditchwater, so 
youre probably going to buy 
something else. 





Features 000900 
Performance KAAKAA) 








ERGOTYPE Safelype 


PRICE £299 (£254 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Adapt-IT 0845 644 1712 


INFO www.ergotype.nl/en/nsframeset.htm 


heres little more depressing 

than seeing your words per 
minute count drop from the hundred 
or so mark down to the lowly heights 
of, well, one. No matter how good 
you are at touch-typing — and dont 
even think about buying this if you 
arent reasonably experienced - 
getting used to the Safelype takes a 
lot of time, effort and dedication. A 
five-minute Mavis Beacon refresher 
really isn’t going to cut it. This is the 
only keyboard we've ever seen with 
wing mirrors, and you really will 
need them. 

Making typing disturbingly like 
playing an accordion, the Safelypes 
vertical layout is intended to help 
combat RSI by reducing pressure on 
your wrists and arms. It's surprisingly 
comfortable, except for the 
frustration of hitting the wrong keys, 
and the inevitable tiredness from 
holding your arms out. In the short- 
term at least, its main contribution to 
beating typing related problems is 
making you want to do as little of it 
as humanly possible. The difficulty 
soon fades as you get used to 
skipping hands between [G] and [H] 
and preventing your fingers slipping 
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down from the keys, but even when 
typing at a more reasonable speed, 
we can't honestly say that we found 
using it any more comfortable than 
using a bog standard, more 
ergonomic keyboard. 

At this price, the Safelype falls 
firmly into the realm of keyboards to 
try if youre already having difficulty 
interacting with your machine, rather 
than a new method to try for the 
sake of it. It doesnt claim to cure 
RSI and other problems, but it may 
well help relieve the strain that 
ushers them in. 





Value 000000 
Features 009000000 
Performance @©0900000 








INFO www.cherry.de 01582 76 3100 


Q an interesting way of 
preventing dead batteries from 
throwing a monkey wrench in the 
works: charging your wireless 
keyboard through solar power. Its a 
great idea, although not one that we 
can take advantage of here at PC 
Plus. Theres not a great deal of light 
in our offices, and we doubt that 
throwing a picture of it up on our 
monitors is an effective substitute. 

In any event, you'll still need 
at least a few batteries on hand, 
whatever your location. Even if 
youre lucky enough to work on a 
tropical Hawaiian beach, sipping 
cocktails out of coconuts and 
pausing to surf something rather 
more exhilarating than the Internet, 
this keyboard's accompanying 
mouse has to be kept charged-up 
the old-fashioned way. 

The keyboard itself is bursting 
with buttons, from the standard 
layout to a seemingly endless set of 
others for opening mail and playing 
media files. Five XP-specific keys are 
bolted onto each end of the 
keyboard, with a bundled application 
opening up additional scope for 
programming keys. 





Unfortunately, the keyboard as a 
whole isn't particularly comfortable. It 
feels very shiny and plastic, though 
the keys are satisfyingly chunky. The 
sole exception, bizarrely, is the [CAPS] 
key, which tapers off into a steep 
Slope and ensures that your questing 
fingers keep slipping straight into the 
side of the [A] key. This is one design 
tweak where more really Is less. 

Beyond this, the keyboards solar 
recharging system offers an excellent 
way of cutting down on buying 
batteries — if not completely freeing 
you from them altogether. 





GYRATION Ultra Cordless Optical 


PRICE £232 (£197 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 


INFO www.gyration.com 


Qo and function; technology 
and purpose. Having access to 


a particular gadget is all very well, 
but its important to know exactly 
what you expect to get out of it. The 
Gyration mouse offers a perfect 
example. Used correctly, it has the 
potential to be extremely useful. 
Badly? Could prove disasterous... 
The mouse is the more exciting 
half of this suite, packing plenty of 
advanced technology into its thin 
shell. Drag it around your desktop 
and it works as a regular optical 
mouse — a bit narrower, a desk- 
bound charger, and a wireless 
receiver to control the on-screen 
cursor. The Gyrations party piece, 
however, is that you can lift it off the 
desk at any point, curl a finger 
around a third button on its base, 
and move to full 3D movement. 
This is exactly as tricky as it 
sounds. The mouses movement is 
controlled via a gyroscope, turning 
control into a matter of slight wrist 
movements rather than sweeps. Try 
to control your PC like this on a 
regular basis, and expect a trip to the 
‘Land of Extreme Pain’. That's as a 
day-to-day mouse replacement, of 





course. In practice, the Gyration 
mouse only comes into its own as a 
presentation tool — demonstrating 
applications via a projector, while still 
having the freedom to interact with 
the audience. Similarly, tt works 
extremely well as a controller for a 
Media Center or other application 
where you don't want to be dragging 
around a whole set of computer 
peripherals. Put aside any ideas of 
being able to recreate a scene from 
‘Minority Report’ with this device, but 
its a worthwhile addition to your 
travelling briefcase. 


000000000 
00000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 





LOGITECH MX 1000 Laser 


PRICE £51 (£43 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 


INFO www.logitech.com 


GQ" Logitech's latest mouse on 
your desk and two things are 


guaranteed. First, it'll take at least a 
week, or the sweet caress of an AK- 
47 before people stop pausing to 
Stick their finger to their mouth and 
quip ‘Fricking laser beams’, and 
second, you'll soon realise that this 
isn't just a ONe-zap pony. 

Despite claiming that ‘optical is 
obsolete’, and the reams and reams 
of advertising data to support this 
Statement, you'll need to make use 
of extremely precise applications to 
notice that much of a difference 
between this and optical. It’s 
extremely smooth, and the cursor 
rips around the screen with aplomb 
in everything from fast 3D games to 
graphics applications, but youre 
unlikely to be reminded of the 
quantum leap from ball to optical. 

Move across to overall design, 
however, and this mouse covers all 
the bases well. In addition to scrolling 
up and down, the mousewheel can 
click side-to-side for extra control in 
supported applications. A separate 
Switch on the side hooks into 
Logitechs own installed drivers (that, 
annoyingly, try to palm a copy of 


MICROSOFT Optical Elite for Bluetooth 


PRICE £98 (£83 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 


INFO www.microsoft.com/products/info/ 


ringing up the rear for the 

Bluetooth contingent, this pair 
of devices is ideal if you need two 
things: reliable connection and more 
switches than the Kennedy Space 
Center. As is becoming standard, the 
board offers rather more than the 
standard 101 keys, packing in 
everything from shortcuts to ‘My 
Documents/Pictures/Music’ to MSN 
Messenger and the Calculator, with 
five customisable ‘My Favourites’ 
buttons and a rather out of place 
scroll-wheel thrown in for good 
measure. The mouse itself is a 
chunky offering, and not the most 
comfortable in this test: arching your 
hand upwards and designed firmly 
for right-handed use. 

The scrollwheel features the 
increasingly omnipresent left and 
right clickers, though we've yet to 
encounter a situation where they're 
actually used for anything, with two 
additional keys down the side that 
come mapped to ‘Back’ and 
‘Forward’. In terms of stylistics, both 
units are as blue as their teeth, 
though the keyboard's use of 
translucent blue plastic may not 
match your sense of aesthetics. 
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RealArcade onto your machine), 
opening a window to switch 
applications without having to reach 
across for the [Alt]+[Tab] keys, with 
two other buttons to head back and 
forwards in supported applications (IE 
and Opera, but not Firefox). 

The laser technology makes this 
a relatively pricey mouse, but an 
excellent performer. Sleek, comfortable 
and very well designed, It's a great 
addition to your system whether you 
desperately need the extra accuracy, 
or are simply desperate to keep up 
with the latest technology, 


VELTS 009000000 
Features 000000000 


Performance @0000000009 


OVERALL 











Of course, the most important 
part of this set is the Bluetooth 
connection. If your machine doesnt 
already support this, a small USB key 
handles the honours. Setting the two 
devices up is easy as plugging them 
in and tapping the connection 
button on the base. It's worth noting 
that there are only two products 
in Microsofts Bluetooth range. A 
very similar portable mouse is 
available that holds a key-Bluetooth 
connector in its own base, making it 
possible to use the same mouse 
wherever you go. 





Value 00000000 


Features 0090000000 
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mIcROsoFT Optical with Fingerprint 


PRICE £63 (£54 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 


INFO www.microsoft.com/uk/mouseandkeyboard/default.mspx 


ame. Rank. Number. Fingerprints. 
With all the fuss over 

biometrics in recent years, its hard to 
know whether to coo with 
technological superiority over having 
a fingerprint reader on your keyboard, 
or wield a crucifix at the privacy 
implications. In practice, neither is the 
case. Despite its shimmering red 
glow and futuristic overtones, this 
isnt intended for security purposes. 
You don't log into Windows using it, 
nor does it beam any information to 
one of Microsofts many vaults. 

Instead, your fingerprint is used to 
speed up access to your favourite 
programs and websites. In Internet 
Explorer, at least, as we couldn't get it 
running with Firefox. Rather than 
having to remember all of your 
codes, you can simply tap the reader 
to log in. Obviously, IE is quite capable 
of filling them in on its own, but this 
approach prevents anyone from 
seeing exactly what you have access 
to and stops unauthorised logins. 
Everyone who uses your machine 
can benefit from the system, with an 
individual set of fingerprints per user 
accounts. The biometric information 
is encrypted and stored on your machine. 





Fingerprint registration is 
extremely fast, and the reader is 
very quick to respond. Rarely was a 
second attempt required, and the 
ability to register any or all of your 
fingers makes tapping the scanner a 
thought-free process. What it does 
with the information may seem a bit 
restrictive, but it works well, while 
not giving anyone the Big Brother 
heebie-jeebies. The keyboard and 
mouse combo itself isn't the best 
weve seen, but its perfectly 
acceptable if its biometric ‘party 
piece’ meets your needs. 


Features 00000000 


Performance @00000000 
OVERALL 8) 





microsoFt Optical by STARCK 


PRICE £27 (£23 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.microsoft.com/hardware/mouseandkeyboard/philippestarck.mspx 


anger Will Robinson — its time 

for a trip to the land of 
‘marketspeak’. In describing this rather 
unorthodox mouse, Microsoft claims 
to have “guided the evolution of the 
mouse from its origins as a simple, 
utilitarian tool to its modern incarnation: 
a statement of individual style.” 

Well, quite. We certainly put great 
stock in such things here at PC Plus. 
Forget those gauche notions of 
trackballs and ball-mice. If you dont 
have a sleek red light controlling your 
cursor, theres simply no hope. 
l'Optical, because youre worth it. 

In any event, this particular 
mouse quite literally wears its stripe 
on the outside, in a choice of orange 
or blue. Based on standard optical 
technology, its real selling-point is the 
rather unusual egg-style case that 
wraps around it. Unsurprisingly for 
such a product, given its designers 
aesthetic sensibilities, it sits relatively 
unobtrusively on your desktop — and 
the design extends a bit further than 
its mere appearance. The egeg-shape 
is very comfortable to cup your hand 
around, and its symmetrical nature 
makes it usable whether you use 
your right or left hand. 





More importantly, the designer- 
led fluff hasn't led to ludicrous 
‘Collectors Edition’ prices. Regardless 
of the designer, this is an affordable, 
extremely good-quality mouse; more 
than capable of handling anything 
that you throw at it. If it perfectly 
matches your design-led studio, all 
the better. but it'll quite happily 
nestle among the piles of discarded 
papers and Pepsi cans in even the 
most disorganised of studies. But 
probably not in your actual office. 
Not unless you want It to 
mysteriously disappear overnight. 





Value 000000000 
Features 009000000 
Performance @©0000000 
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RAZER Viper 


PRICE £34 (£29 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Razer Inc sales@razerzone.com 


INFO http://eurostore.razerzone.com 


U J most of the other mice on 
these pages, the Viper is a 
dedicated ‘killer's’ peripheral, built for 
the fastest 3D games rather than the 
adrenaline-bursting action of closing 
Microsoft Word. It’s clear from the 
outset that the most important 
questions during its design were 
“Does this help you gain frags?” and 
“OK, so whos the camper with the 
AWP?” If neither question means 
anything to you, its unlikely that this 
is going to be your new mouse. 
Hardcore gamers, however, will 
quickly find much to like. 

The Viper is the latest creation 
from the fevered minds behind the 
Razor Boomslang. While that model 
turned heads for being ball-based 
while the rest of the world was 
moving optical, this follow-up favours 
the red light and smooth gliding 
action. It's exceptionally comfortable 
to hold, thanks to ribbed thumb rests 
on either side, large, chunky buttons 
and a mousewheel ideally suited to 
clicking through the weapons in any 
frames per second arsenal. 

Of course, much of this goes to 
waste in the average office 
environment. While perfectly usable, 


RSI update 


INPUT DEVICES 





small elements that come into their 
own in extended gaming sessions, 
such as the rubberised mouse 
buttons, can prove somewhat less 
comfortable. Despite the Vipers sleek 
ergonomics, its design and overall 
feel fit the adrenaline-pumping 
atmosphere of an all-night LAN party 
much more than the dull monotony 
of workplace life. Not one to have on 
hand for that last-minute PowerPoint 
presentation, if only because you'll 
Start fantasising about shooting the 
boss between the eyes. More than 
usual, we mean... 





Value 0090000000 
Features 0090000000 
Performance 0090000000 








wacom Intuous3 A5 


PRICE £271 (£188 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 


INFO www.wacom.com 


T may not seem like the 
ideal mouse replacement — the 


cost alone makes them rather 
prohibitive — but they come into their 
own in artistic environments, as well 
as offering a much more intuitive 
level of control than a hand-sized 
glob of moulded plastic. From flicking 
cards around the screen with a touch 
of your pen to scribbling notes 
Straight into a PowerPoint 
presentation, tablets aren't simply for 
digital artists, although it helps. This 
tablet doesn’t come with a cut-down 
copy of Corel Painter for nothing. 

Actually using a tablet for the first 
time can be extremely disorienting. 
The provided pen is pressure 
sensitive but doesn't need to actually 
touch the tablet to register, making 
contact act like a click, and increased 
pressure and positioning information 
provide your results in digital paint 
form. Nevertheless, you quickly get 
used to it, even down to the ability 
to spin the pen around in your 
fingers and use it as an eraser. 

While this is only an A5 model, 
you get more than enough space to 
navigate around the screen. Larger 
models are available, but at a 


Will too much computing leave you hanging your wrists in despair? 


s more and more aspects of life come to 
rely on computers, the shadow of 
Repetitive Strain Injury (RSI) becomes more 


patented and are inevitably tightly 
controlled by the company hoping to 
make a fortune selling them. The 
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considerably higher premium — not 
to mention space requirements. 
While wed be somewhat reluctant to 
sling this into a briefcase and take it 
out on our travels, its certainly small 
enough to do so. 

Very much an acquired taste, we 
know plenty of people, typically 
artists, who simply refuse to switch 
back to a standard mouse and 
keyboard combination. If you're 
looking to move away from the 
standard input methods, not simply 
switch one for another, a tablet could 
well be the ideal solution. 


Features 009000000 
Performance 0090000000 








important. It’s not just your work keyboard that 
you need to watch out for any more — sending 
text messages and playing console games could 
both lead to problems in later life, if not 
perfromed with due care. According to recent 
studies, RSI causes six people a day (in the UK) 
to leave their jobs, with 5.4 million days of work 
lost to the problem. One in 50 people is thought 
to be a sufferer. Needless to say, there are plenty 
of companies looking to capitalise on the fact. 

Unfortunately, regardless of how many RSI 
relieving products there are out there, the 
majority are always going to suffer from very 
similar problems. First and foremost, most of 
them are a pain in the neck as well (as the wrist), 
and are dropped immediately. Secondly, RSI is 
cumulative and sticks around — simply switching 
from one keyboard to another isn't going to 
magically make it go away. 

It's far better to avoid the problem outright 
by improving your posture, typing method or 
keyboard-mouse combination before problems 
manifest themselves. Of the three, switching your 
keyboard and mouse set-up is the least desirable 
long-term option. 

This is a matter of practicality rather than the 
effectiveness of RSI relief products. Like almost 
everything available, keyboard designs can be 
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catch? Should that company go out of 
business while you're using its product, 
it's time to shamble miserably back to 
an old-fashioned model, where you'll 
likely as not encounter the same 
problems you did before. 

Even the largest companies can't 
necessarily be relied on to lead the 
way in these simple matters. 
Microsoft's ergonomic split-design 
keyboard has been a staggering 
success over the last few years, but 
you'll note that the vast majority of the 
keyboards on offer here are still the 
ultra-traditional model that stretches 
all the way back to PC prehistory. 

It's important to make sure that 
you're using your computer properly. 
Your hands should float above the 
keyboard, not rested on the desk or a 
wristpad, your back should be straight, and 
your monitor at eye-height. It's easy to slip 
into more comfortable postures, slumping 
back or stretching your fingers across the 
keyboard — but a critically bad idea. The 
discomfort of hitting your keys like the 
Phantom of the Opera is nothing compared 
to a full-blown RSI attack. 





Any equipment can cause physical 
problems, from mice to keyboards, 
and phones to games consoles. 
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Logitech MX1000 Laser 


PRICE £51 (£43 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO wwwiogitech.com 


TY, hile few of these products go directly head-to- 


head, Logitechs latest innovation is by far the 
most successful on all fronts. It introduces new 
technology to the market, even if the difference it 


makes isn't as noticeable as the advertising suggests, 


with high-quality design that makes for comfortable 
use. Unlike the Razor Boomslang, with its gaming 
focus, or the office-centric wireless offerings from 
Cherry and Microsoft, this will happily handle 





BEST VALUE 
Microsoft Optical Mouse 
by STARCK 


PRICE £27 (£23 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.microsoft.com 


cys isn't a Mouse isn't a mouse — but this is 
one of the few that doesnt try to charge the earth 
for any of the extras it offers. Despite looking stunningly 
good on your desk, and in a minimalist form that won't 
clash with any other personal touches you may have 
made, the price is more than reasonable. Unlike many 
mice, it also has the advantage of being usable by both 
left- and right-handers. 


PC verdict @©0000000 
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anything you throw at it. The only slight problem 
comes with its rather high price, especially with many 
other products in this test also shipping on their own 
as well as parts of office suites. While our pick of the 
crop, you could well find that one of the other mice 
on offer is more directly geared towards your specific 
needs, and for a considerably smaller outlay. 


PC verdict 000000000 
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BEST PERFORMER 
Wacom 
Intuous3 A5 


PRICE £271 (£188 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.wacom.com 


OG expensive, and certainly not suitable for 
everyones needs, the Wacom tablet is the only 
product in this round-up that can provide a genuinely 


new way of working. Even on this relatively small tablet, 
its possible to draw, design or simply dispatch unwanted 


files to the Recycle Bin with greater ease than a mouse 
can ever manage. Once you make use of its artistic 
abilities, you'll soon find it hard to go back. 


PC verdict @@ee0e000 





Plenty of excellent products on offer, but which 
should you try to get your hands on? 


What's next for mice 
and keyboards? 


Inventive devices are released all 
the time, often earning themselves 
a fervent fan-base, but they rarely 
make inroads into the mainstream. 
DVORAK is the obvious example. 

Invented in 1936, and accessible 
on almost any PC keyboard simply 
by rearranging the keys and telling 
the computer about your new 
layout, it’s still very rarely seen. 
Harder to learn systems, such as 
‘chording’ keyboards (in which you 
have a smaller number of keys, 
pressing specific combinations to 
enter your letters and numbers), 
or unusual designs that scatter 
convention to the four winds, have 
very little chance of success. 

There's certainly no shortage of 
novelty peripherals available. From 
keyboards geared specifically 
towards gamers (replaceable 
sheets, coupled with large buttons 
for Up, Down, Move Right and 
Hand Gestures...) to squishy 
rubber or cloth models that can be 
rolled up and folded on demand, 
and a system that displays a 
projector on any surface you 
choose and tracks your fingers 
across it. There's little that hasn't 
been tried at some time or other, 
but invariably, technology slowly 
slides its way back to the systems 
that we all know and tolerate, if 
not actually love per se. 

Ironically, it’s not the biggest, 
most exciting added features that 
end up making the biggest 
difference. For years, mice 
alternated between two and three 
buttons (except on the Mac, of 
course), with the third never really 
proving essential. Almost 
overnight, the mousewheel arrived 
— replicating the third button when 
you pressed down, but opening up 
easy, convenient access to scrolling 
through documents and web 
pages. Its follow-up, the addition 
of switches on the left and right, 
has so far failed to pick up any real 
momentum - and likewise with 
built in fingerprint scanners, side- 
buttons, trackballs and even 
Bluetooth support. Traditional, no 
frills, radio wireless mice remain 
the standard. Next year, who 
knows? 
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Neil Mohr 


neil. _ selene enet cuk co.uk 


leiha been inkane wi has been tinkering with 
PCs since he was five and 
spends most of his days fixing 
problems with readers’ PCs 


7 ow things change in a year. ( Our as to 939- and Socket /54-based. We've got a wide 
- motherboard Lab Test back in PC range of tier one manufacturers and chipset 

-EENE i Plus 212 had Socket:478 and Athlon XP vendors in offering solutions for Intel and Alan Dexter 
i n SF Athlon 64 AMD platforms, both old and new. alan.dexter @ futurenet.co.uk 


was tł w kid on a block. A We've also”got the latest hands-on look Alan has been reviewing 


12 onths i ater and it's getting hard at VIAs new PCI Express Athlon 64 chipset, as motherboards for five years. 
$ 2 z r: P pe Thanks to PCI Express, things 


we Was a full test of AMD's latest, greatest are now setting exciting 
AA 64 FX-55, the fastest 64-bit desktop 


processor to date. Theres no doubt that if 
youve been holding off, nows the time to 
jump onboard the new technology 
bandwagon. So, if youre wondering what 
motherboard should lie at the heart of a new 
upgraded system, read on... 


































MOTHERBOARDS 


Athlon 64 (Socket 939) 


Picking an Athlon 64 motherboard is simpler, yet it’s 
also become more complicated than ever before! 


f you've followed the progress of 
AMD's Athlon 64, but are only 


just making the move to 64-bit 
computing, it has to be said that your 
timing is just about perfect. The Athlon 
64 platform has shown its worth with 
the current 32-bit operating systems, 
and has enough grunt to go head-to- 
head with the best that Intel can 
muster, especially in its current form. 

Those of you that bought the 
original versions of AMD's next 
generation processors have to decide 
whether it's better to scrap your current 
systems in order to gain access to the 
new Socket 939's dual channel memory 
controller, or just wait it out. The point 
being that the memory controller is 
integrated into the processor itself, and 
moving up to a 128-bit memory bus 
requires an extra 188 pins over the 
original Socket 754 design. 

So what should you look for ina 
new Athlon 64 motherboard? Pretty 
much anything you want, including 
SATA RAID, wireless networking, Gigabit 
Ethernet and IEEE1394b support. There 
are a couple of technologies that aren't 
available to this platform at the 
moment though, namely PCI Express 


and DDR2 support. PCI Express 
solutions are on the way, but DDR2 
support is going to be a little trickier to 
get right, as this involves upgrading 
that part of the processor. There's little 
impetus to jump aboard these 
technological bandwagons just yet, but 
the industry does appear to be rallying 
behind both of them, so bear this in 
mind if you're thinking about a long- 
term upgrade. E 





The Athlon 64 processor still waits 
to show its true 64-bit potential. 


asus ASV Deluxe WiFi 


PRICE £85 (£72 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 


INFO http://uk.asus.com WARRANTY One year 


he A8V Deluxe WiFi is an 

incredible motherboard in 
many respects. lts extremely 
powerful, has a wonderful feature- 
set and also happens to be 
incredibly affordable. Theres one 
major point against it, though: it's an 
absolute horror to get up and 
running. The system repeatedly froze 
during installation, reset without 
warning, and generally made setting 
up this motherboard one of the most 
frustrating experiences ever. 

Even stranger is that, once you've 
sorted out the machine and installed 
Windows, it was actually very stable. 
And, as has been previously 
mentioned, the performance on offer 
from the A8V leads the pack 
regardless of the benchmark you use. 
Part of the reason for this prowess is 
attributed to clever on-the-fly 
overclocking. This may put off the 
more serious user, but for those 
looking for power above all else, 
youre looking at a winning 
motherboard right here. 

Admittedly the other new A64 
motherboards arent far behind, but 
as its also the cheapest option here, 
its hard not to like the Asus offering. 
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It's just that a lot of users may be 
tempted to return it to the shop 
before witnessing Its true potential. 
The feature list is extensive, 
covering everything from IEEE1594 
support to IDE RAID. The highpoint on 
the specification sheet, however, is 
the wireless networking support, 
which is incredible at this price point. 
When combined with Gigabit 
Ethernet, you have the potential for 
an excellent networking bridge that 
just happens to be an incredibly 
powerful machine in its own right. 


Value 0090000000 
Features 0090000000 


Performance @000000000 
OVERALL (9) 





ABIT AV8-3rd EYE 





PRICE £86 (£73 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Scan International wwwsscan.co.uk 0870 755 4747 


INFO www.abit.com.tw WARRANTY One year 


bit has built a good name for 

itself over the years and, 
looking at this motherboard, its easy 
to see why. The support material that 
comes with this AV8-srd EYE model is 
excellent, and thanks to the K8T800 
Pro chipset on board, there are 
enough strong features to make this 
a truly viable option for a system 
upgrade. Note, the IEEEI394 SATA and 
Gigabit Ethernet connectivity, which 
all make for a well-rounded product. 

The general layout of the AV8 is 
pleasing enough, with plenty of room 
around the processor socket for 
those outlandish coolers, and none 
of the usual interference between 
the graphics card and the memory 
Slots. You do only get a single pair of 
SATA controllers though, making your 
hard drive options less than stellar, 
and the power connectors are a little 
cramped just behind the I0 block. 

IF youre one to get anxious about 
your system temperatures, then the 
bundled uGuru clock is a dream 
come true. This may take up one of 
your PCI slots, and confusingly 
resembles a normal USB connector, 
but the advantage of a having a clear 
display of system temperatures, bus 


Ecs Extreme KV2 





speed and voltages, does have its 
advantages. This is obviously aimed 
primarily at the ‘enthusiast’ market, 
but it would definitely be useful in 
the mainstream market. 

Overall this is a good, solid 
package that should appeal to more 
than just the hardcore system 
builders among you. It's a lot easier 
to set up than some of the boards in 
this test, and it does produce good 
enough performance (see page 81) 
for those that don't mind settling for 
something that's not quite cutting 
edge equipment. 


Value 00000000 
Features 00900000 


Performance @0000000 
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PRICE £82 (£70 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Protac www.protac.uk.com 01908 481830 


INFO www.ecs.com.tw WARRANTY One year 


here are two extremes in the 
motherboard world. Theres the 
fully-featured offering thats weighed 
down by a hefty price tag, or you 
have the budget solution that cuts 
some of its key features in favour of 
an attractive price point. The Extreme 
KV2 here errs towards the latter of 
these extremes. But it still manages 
to offer enough core features to keep 
the technology enthusiasts smiling, 
even with its sub-£100 cost. 

Built around the more affordable 
Athlon 64 Socket 939 motherboard 
chipset currently available, VIAS 
K8T800 Pro, the Extreme KV2, packs 
such goodies as SATA RAID, Gigabit 
Ethernet (in addition to a normal 
10/100MB RJ45 port), IEEE1394 support 
and the ubiquitous six-channel audio 
complete with coaxial and optical 
S/PDIF outputs. 

Thanks to a clearly labelled 
motherboard and a straightforward 
installation routine, setting up this 
motherboard is a breeze. It's a bit 
disappointing when you do get it up 
and running, at least when it comes 
to benchmarks. The results garnered 
for the Extreme KV2 are the lowest in 
its class, although, the difference 








between this and the fastest 
motherboard is slight. If you like the 
feature-set for this kind of money, 
you wont be disappointed. 

One final word of warning, 
though: for no apparent reason, this 
motherboard is covered in LEDs that 
light up, pulse and glow to their own 
bizarre system beat. If you have a 
custom case, with a handy perspex 
window cut into it, then this will 
probably be a selling point. But the 
majority of users will wonder what 
on earth it’s all about. 
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msi K8N Neo2 Platinum 


PRICE £90 (£77 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO http://msicomputer.co.uk WARRANTY One year 


. 


AMD launches FX-55 FIRST 
and Athlon 64 4000+ LOOK! 


No die-shrink yet for AMD, so should 
we expect a performance hike? 


I 





he big difference between VIAS 
Athlon 64 chipset, the K8T800 
Pro, and Nvidias nForces Ultra chipset 


is the cost, with most manufacturers 
going for VIAs option purely on a 
‘bang for buck’ basis. This is a 
shame, for as MSIs motherboard 
shows, its worth shelling out the 
extra cash for the added features. 

Performance-wise, the nForce 
Ultra chipset has caught up with the 
K8T800 Pro, but manufacturers have 
Started playing with overclocking, 
and they do seem able to push VIAs 
solution that little bit harder. This 
means that in straight performance 
comparisons, some of the competing 
motherboards do have an unfair 
advantage, though usually at the cost 
of stability. The K8N Neo2 Platinum 
was extremely stable in operation, 
and while MSI does have a few 
clever tricks up its sleeve in terms of 
chipset performance, it still couldnt 
Surpass the might of the cheaper 
Asus A8V Deluxe. 

MSI should be applauded for 
tackling the general AIX design. 





placement of the processor making 
for some particularly tricky fiddling. It 
does mean that the memory slots 
are located optimally for cooling 
(something MSI has borrowed from 
the BIX design), but were still some 
way from a full BIX realisation. 

If youre looking for a fully- 
featured motherboard and dont 
need wireless networking as 
Standard, then this is a reasonable 
option. However, you should only 
consider the K8N Neo 2 Platinum if 
you dont like the idea of setting up 
the Asus A8V. 


Tp hen a large box falls through 
WV) the letterbox from AMD, there's 


always a slight ripple of interest that 
washes over the office. On this 
occasion, we were lucky enough to 
have not one, but two new Athlon 64 
processors tumble onto the floor: the 
latest Athlon FX-55, and the next-in- 
line Athlon 64, now rated at 4000+. 
Both of these are still using the old 
130nm process but it’s good to see 
that AMD is still able to crank up the 
MHz on this old process before the 
jump to the die-shrunk 90nm 
becomes manufacturing necessity. 

In many ways, the FX-55 is the 
least surprising of the two chips. It 
has an increased clock speed of 
2.6GHz, along with the usual full 
speed 1MB L2 cache. This helps the 
test system score an impressive 218 









in SYSmark 2004, 12,200 in 3DMark 
2003 and (just for laughs) 29,000 in 
3DMark 2001SE - all running on an 
X800XT. Just for the record, it also 
clocked 90fps at a resolution of 
1,024x768 in Doom 3. 

As for the 4000+, this actually 
sticks at the same 2.4GHz speed as 
the 3800+ chip. AMD has, however, 
made the decision to double the L2 
cache to 1MB, much the same as Intel 
will do with its ‘six’ series of Pentium 
4 processors (though these will 
double to 2MB of L2 cache). We do 
have to wonder why it's taken AMD 
so long to get these out of the door; 
the FX-53 was released back at the 
start of June. We wish it had the lead 
and the gusto to pull ahead of Intel 
while it still can. 

Neil Mohr 





VIA K8T890 


FIRST ` 
LOOK! 


AMD-compatible motherboards 
have taken their own sweet time 
to incorporate PCI Express. But 
VIA finally has a chipset to rival 


Features 009000000 
Performance 009000000 


Unfortunately, its solution introduces 
just as many problems as it solves, 
with the new orientation and 














oPTRONIX OP-KAK8T 


PRICE £69 (£59 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Hardware Technologies www.hardware-technology.co.uk 


INFO www.optronix.co.uk WARRANTY One year 


espite being superseded by the 

dual-channel memory 
controller version of the same core, 
the socket /54 version of the Athlon 
64 is going to be around for a little 
while yet. Whether youre looking at 
upgrading your current motherboard 
or just going down a more affordable 
upgrade path, its worth taking a 
quick look at the Socket /54 options. 
The OP-KAKS8T from the relative 
newcomer Optronix is a perfect 
example of what you can expect. 

It'S reassuring to see that IEEEI394 
ports have filtered down to the more 
affordable motherboards, with a pair 
of ports on offer here. The SATA 
controllers are also standard, along 
with onboard six-channel audio, in 
this case handled by the AC’9/ 
capable ALC 655 chipset. This is 
where the features list runs out, 
although, in Optronix’s defence, this 
isnt too bad at this price point. 

Optronix has been rather shy of 
overloading the standard I0 block on 
the OP-KAKST, instead preferring to 
include numerous PCI brackets. The 
extra serial port probably won't see 
much use, but the pair of IEEE1394 
ports and USB 20 bracket will. It 





would have been nice to have these 


last two sets of ports on one bracket. 


Configuring and setting up this 
motherboard is straightforward 
enough, despite the lack of an 
automatic driver installer. As we 
predicted, the performance of this 
platform is undermined by the 
single-channel memory controller, 
and consequently the performance 
results lag well behind the newer 
Athlon 64 boards. Ultimately, you'll be 
disappoined with this, even at a low 
£69 price point. 
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Q here's something missing from 
this month's motherboard 
group test. Give up? Well, put the 
pencils and postcards away because 
we can reveal that it's the total 
dearth of PCI Express-equipped 
boards that support AMD's plucky 
Athlon 64 processor family. 

Retail boards from the likes of MSI 
and Asus are still a month or two 
away, but the chipset gurus at 
Taiwanese outfit VIA have delivered 
the first fully-functional Athlon 64 
motherboard samples, boasting the 
revolutionary new interconnect in the 
form of the K8T890. If our early 
engineering board is anything to go 
by, this chipset might just blow the 
doors off the opposition for pure 
performance. In concert with the 
latest FX-55 iteration of the Athlon 64, 
and a few sticks of thoroughly 
ordinary PC3200 DDR RAM, memory 
bandwidth is over 6,000MB/s. 
Likewise, we've never seen id 
Software's demanding new 3D- 
gaming masterpiece, Doom 3, 
handled with such contemptuous and 
arrogant ease. 

Initial boards will offer a x16 PCI 
Express graphics socket along with 
up to four further single-lane PCI 
Express peripheral ports, and a 
maximum of four sockets of the old- 
school PCI variety. Other headline- 








Intel's 915 and 925X 


grabbing features here include a 
1GHz HyperTransport bus, integrated 
RAID, and support for both single and 
dual CPU configurations. Meanwhile, 
VIA is claiming an impressive 907 
MB/s for the K8T890's Gigabit 
Ethernet implementation. 

Later this new year, VIA will follow 
up with a Pro revision, packing a pair 
of PCI Express sockets in readiness 
for Nvidia's SLI dual video card 
technology. Nit-pickers will no doubt 
point to the continuing absence of 
DDR2 memory support. But that’s 
something only AMD can address 
thanks to the Athlon 64's integrated 
memory controller. Still, until DDR2 
memory running at 667MHz or 
quicker arrives, this is probably as 
good as it gets. 

Jeremy Laird 





The new VIA board promises to put 
AMD back on a par with Intel. 
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MOTHERBOARDS 


Pentium 4 (Socket 775) 


Intel's Socket 775 Pentium 4 processor has ushered in 
more than just a processor packaging that lacks legs 


Oo ntel’s shift to new processor 
packaging is driven by a desire 
to move several technologies forward 
at the same time. Apart from laying the 
foundations for its next processor core, 
this is also an opportunity to realise 
new solutions to the memory, graphics 
and expansion card bottlenecks that 
were hampering the overall system 
performance in the previous generation 
of PC motherboards. 

PCI Express offers almost twice the 
bandwidth of the existing AGP 8X 
standard, and can write to system 
memory in a much more convincing 
way than was previously possible. 
Graphics chip manufacturers need time 
to exploit the full potential of this new 
bus, though, and current cards are little 
more than AGP 8X solutions tweaked 
to work on a completely different bus. 

It’s a similar story of ‘wait and see’ 
with DDR2, though for completely 
different reasons. The standard has 
been approved for some time and, on 
paper, DDR2 sounds like it could deliver 
enough long-term benefits to weather 
the current lack of fast memory 
modules. Basically, DDR2 is not yet in 
the kind of production needed to 


produce the CL2 modules that will give 
the current modules a run for their 
money. As it is, DDR2 533MHz produces 
performance similar to DDR400 
modules, which isn't really what you 
want to hear when the new standard 
costs a lot more. 

These are long-term solutions, 
though, and if you're serious about 
going down the Pentium 4 route, PCI- 
Express and DDR2 look like being there 
for the long-term. E 








Intel’s brand new LGA775 technology 
replaces the old mPGA478 standard. 


asus PSAD2 Premium 


PRICE £171 (£146 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 


INFO http://uk.asus.com WARRANTY one year 


Q: matter which way you look 
at it, £171 is an astounding 


amount of money to pay for a 
motherboard, even one based on 
Intels premium chipset, the 925X. 
Admittedly, this is offset slightly by an 
incredible amount of features. 
Wireless networking sees the light 
of day once again but, this time, the 
supplied aerial screws directly into 
the motherboard, and works 
alongside the pair of Gigabit Ethernet 
controllers to produce a powerful 
networking system. Eight SATA ports 
cater for some staggering RAID 
configurations, backed-up by IDE 
RAID for your existing drives. Finishing 
off the list of goodies is support for 
800Mbps IEEE1394b, in addition to 
the more prevalent first iteration. 
Somewhat surprisingly, for a 
motherboard that costs as much as 
this does, the P5AD2 Premium has 
the heady distinction of being 
possibly the most frustrating 
motherboard ever to pass through 
the PC Plus labs. Fighting through the 
Windows installation on this 
motherboard is something that no 
one should ever have to do. Trust us. 
Frustratingly, once you do finally 
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manage to bludgeon this pricey 
motherboard into some kind of 
useful operation, it actually generates 
an incredible turn of speed, 
producing the best results of any in 
our Lab Test. However, unlike its 
Athlon-focused sibling, there are 
problems once you do actually 
manage to get the Windows 
Operating system onto your machine. 

Ultimately, this motherboard is 
simply too aggressive, rendering it 
useless to most users. A shame, as 
its incredibly fast in those fleeting 
moments of stability, 
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AOPEN l915ga-Efrii 


PRICE £106 (£90 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 


INFO www.aopen.n! WARRANTY One year 


Open hasn't been making too 
much noise about its new 
motherboards lately, but this could be 

set to change with the release of 
new chipsets. The oddly titled 1915ga- 
Efrii is the company’s mainstream 
Socket 77/5 Pentium 4 offering, 
utilising the graphically enhanced 
i915G chipset to offer reasonable 3D 
graphics performance, in addition to 
all the goodies you'd expect from a 
next generation motherboard. 

There are no serious mistakes on 
the design front, though the location 
of the CPU fan connectors adjacent 
to the 12V power connector will make 
for some nimble moments when the 
motherboard is in situ. The inclusion 
of a second IDE port is to be loudly 
applauded, making this a truly viable 
option if you haven't yet been 
persuaded by the advantages of 
SATA. The driver installation here is 
Straightforward too, so you should be 
up and running quickly enough. 

The BIOS configuration for 
AOpens motherboard will appeal to 
those who enjoy dabbling with it, but 
itS not particularly user-friendly. 
References to clocking the FSB to 
533MHz are also a little alarming, 


Ecs 915P-A 





sekere 


Opee 


though thankfully, it did at least seem 
to ignore such settings. The Max i915 
boasts two BIOS chips on the 
motherboard, in a similar style to 
Gigabytes Dual BIOS feature. 

AOpen hasn't done anything 
remarkable with Intels reference 
design, which means theres nothing 
here to either push the chipsets 
performance or undermine its 
Stability. This stability is key, however, 
as it will appeal to those looking for a 
solid basis for a new machine, taking 
advantage of the integrated graphics. 
It just wont excite you. 





Features 009000000 
Performance 00900000 





PRICE £88 (£75 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.directfrom.com 0870 400 0111 


INFO www.ecs.uk.com WARRANTY One year 


f you dont want to upgrade to 
the new Socket 775 platform in 
one go, but would prefer to upgrade 
your system over time, then the ECS 
915P-A looks like the perfect ticket. 
Not only does it offer support for 
your current DDR400/333 DIMMs, it 
also brings something a little special 
in the form of the AGP Express 
interface. This familiar slot will accept 
your existing AGP 8X/4X graphics 
card, while an accompanying PCI 
Express x16 slot also present makes 
for a clear upgrade path. 

All this in addition to the usual 
gamut of features that defines the 
915P feature-set, including SATA 
support, Gigabit Ethernet connectivity 
and Intel HDA, this time powered by 
the C-Media CMI9880 eight-channel 
audio driver. 

This may all sound like it's too 
good to be true and, as it turns out, it 
actually is. The AGP Express interface 
only supports a handful of graphics 
cards (check the manufacturer's 
website for the latest list), and if your 
card isnt supported, unfortunately 
youre going to be facing numerous 
crashes and system instability 
problems. If further proof were 








needed, 3DMark 2003 crashed 
whenever we tried an AGP 8X 
graphics card in the board, as did 
3DMark 2001SE. We would have 
preferred to have a pair of IDE 
connectors to make this a perfect 
upgrade path, too. 

Theres little to tempt you in the 
form of overall system performance, 
with the lowest recorded memory 
throughput and a correspondingly 
unimpressive SYSmark 2004 result of 
185. So, even if you do have a 
supported graphics card, there are 
better options available. 
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GIGABYTE GA-8GPNXP Duo 


PRICE £140 (£119 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 


INFO hitp://uk.giga-byte.com WARRANTY One year 


he GA-8GPNXP Duo is the only 

motherboard in this test that 
can hope to compete with the Asus 
P5AD2 Premium in terms of features. 
Matching it component for 
component, you'll find a wireless 
802.11g network card included in the 
package, along with IEEE1394b 
brackets and dual Gigabit Ethernet 
controllers to offer the sort of high- 
end extras that can expand the 
scope of your next upgrade. 

Again, such features do cost that 
little bit more, but thanks mainly to 
Gigabytes decision to put its weight 
behind the 915P chipset instead of 
the 925X, the overall system cost is 
far more attractive than it could have 
been. Theres an associated 
downside to this, though: the 
performance on offer will lag behind 
motherboards based on Intel's 
premium offering. 

Spending such a huge chunk of 
cash to have a so-so performer isnt 
everyones idea of a bargain, but 
factor in the great system stability 
and it doesn't look quite as bad as 
you might initially think. 

Configuring the motherboard and 
installing the associated software is 


INTEL D915GUXL 


PRICE £81 (£69 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com = 


INFO www.intel.com WARRANTY One year 


he name Intel usually makes 

you think of technological 
components — processors and 
chipsets. But Intel also produces a 
number of motherboards that are 
light on the ‘enthusiast’ extras, such 
as overclocking features and in-depth 
BIOS tweaking options, but they do 
offer great stability thanks to a little 
insider knowledge. Slightly more 
surprising is that the D9ISGUXL 
proves it needn't cost the earth to get 
your hands on an Intel motherboard. 

This micro-ATX motherboard may 
be short on the latest powerful 
features, but theres definitely enough 
room to build a decent system 
around it. The impressive integrated 
High Definition Audio makes another 
appearance, while four SATA 
interfaces leave plenty of scope for 
drive upgrades. Like many new 
boards, theres only the single IDE 
interface though, which could be 
tricky for larger machines. 

The biggest selling-point for this 
motherboard is the 915G chipset, 
which means an integrated graphics 
processor, the Graphics Media 
Accelerator 900. This isn't going to be 
the subsystem of choice for Doom 3 


painless enough, thanks to Gigabytes 
excellent new automated driver 
interface. The benchmark results are 


reasonably strong, floating to the top 
of the 1915-powered motherboards 
(see page 81). But it can’t unseat the 
two 925X motherboards as predicted 
(although its a lot closer than you 
might think). 

IF you need a lot of features on 
your new motherboard, and youre 
prepared to pay an arm and leg for 
the privilege, this is probably your 
best option at the moment, thanks to 
its Stability, 
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et al, but it should handle most of 
yesteryears titles, as proved by the 
3DMark 2001SE result of just over 
6,000. Excel and Word? No problem. 

The inclusion of a PCI-Express x16 
slot makes upgrading the graphics 
subsystem straightforward, too, and 
when in use, theres no noticeable 
difference between the 915G and the 
915P When you consider what you're 
getting for your money, It's hard not 
to warm to the D9I5GUXL. The fact 
that it has Intels name etched into 
the PCB makes it an even more 
tempting option. 
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GIGABYTE GA-81915P Duo Pro 


PRICE £84 (£71 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 
INFO http://uk.giga-byte.com WARRANTY One year — 


The best way of looking at the 
GA-8I915P Duo Pro is to view it 
as being fundamentally the same as 
the 8GPNXP Duo, but without all of 
the expensive features. You'll look in 
vain for your wireless networking 
support and IEEE1394b ports, but 
don't worry theres still a healthy 
amount of extras to elevate this 
motherboard above the norm. 

Four SAIA ports are joined by 
three IDE connectors to support your 
current bank of drives, while leaving 
enough space for upgrades. The Duo 
in the title refers to the fact that this 
motherboard supports the new DDR2 
memory standard, as well as original 
DDR DIMMs. As theres little real 
advantage to having the new RAM 
Standard just yet, we applaud the 
versatility offered by this dual 
solution. You'll also find dual Gigabit 
Ethernet controllers, and IEEE1394a 
ports alongside the excellent High 
Definition Audio subsystem. 

The fact that this motherboard 
uses the same core chipset as the far 
more expensive GA-8GPNXP Duo, it 
means that there isn't a massive 
difference when it comes to raw 
performance. The more expensive 





Intel 910GL 
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motherboard does manage to knock 
up a few more points in the SYSmark 
2004 test, but the 81915P Duo Pro 
manages to have the upper hand in 
other benchmarks. (Again, see the 
Results page on page 81). 

Overall, this is well-rounded 
motherboard offering a slew of 
features that most users not only 
want, but that they will actually use 
as well. Admittedly, its not the fastest 
motherboard here, nor do you get 
wireless networking included, but it 
does strike a neat balance between 
these two areas, and price. 
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Intel's latest chipset offers ‘bargain’ 


PCI Express connectivity 


s we put this Lab Test together, 
Intel announced the imminent 


availability of a new value-orientated 
910GL chipset. Sitting alongside its 
915P/G and 925X architectures, the 
910GL provides support for PCI Express, 
Intel High Definition Audio and features 
the integrated visual processor, the 
Graphics Media Accelerator 900. 

The 910GL is essentially a stripped- 
down variant of the 915G, with a 
533MHz Front Side Bus and no DDR2 
support. It does, however, keep Intel's 
Hyper-Threading technology on board 
and can support up to 2GB of system 
memory, half that of the i915 chipset. 
Nevertheless, the 910GL matches the 
1915's support for UDMA ATA 100 IDE 
and SATA 150, with Gigabit Ethernet and 
a x16 PCI Express slot as standard. 

The 910GL is being launched 
alongside the new Celeron D 340 
processor, a 90nm variant of the 
Prescott core running at 2.93GHz and 
packing 256KB of L2 cache. Intel is 
releasing the Celeron D 340 in both 
LGA775 or mPGA478 versions, thereby 
retaining compatibility with its older 
i865 and i845 chipsets. Consequently, 
910GL-based boards will also be made 


available in 
Socket 775 
and 478 
incarnations, supporting a range of 
Celeron, Celeron D and Pentium 4s. 
Intel has also announced that its 
existing mPGA478 325 (2.53GHz), 330 
(2.66GHz) and 335 (2.8GHz) chips will 
also be made available in LGA775 
packaging, making them compatible 
with the i915 chipset. This renews 
Intel's assault on the ‘cost conscious’ 
end of the market, where the Celeron D 
340 will fight for the corporate dollar 
against AMD's Sempron 3100+ chip. 
Dean Evans 


The i910GL offers PCI Express at a 
value price point. No DDR2 though. 
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INTEL DO2Z5XCVLK 


MOTHERBOARDS 


PRICE £134 (£114 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Dabs.com wwwdabs.com 


INFO www.intel.com WARRANTY One year 


he 925X chipset is the modern 

day equivalent of the 8/5P that 
is, a platform priced far higher than 
the mainstream solution, but which 
offers much more performance. And 
sure enough, the two motherboards 
based on the 925X chipset do slightly 
better than the 915P/G systems, but is 
the extra few per cent worth the 
sizeable price hike? For most users, 
the answer is, unfortunately, no. 

Performance and value aside, the 
D925XCVLK comes in a box jam- 
packed with little extras that could 
come in useful. The inclusion of a 
drive bay bedecked with USB and 
IEEE1594 ports will appeal to those 
with no such connectors on their 
current case. And as this is the more 
serious chipset, its no surprise that 
the four SATA ports support advanced 
RAID configurations. Theres a distinct 
lack of a wireless networking 
controller, but you do at least get 
Gigabit Ethernet support. 

Setting up the motherboard is 
reasonably straightforward, though 
the connectors and components are 
obscurely labelled, which could lead 
to mistakes. This aside, and 
advanced PC users will have few 





problems with it, the whole driver 


installation routine is up to the 
Standard we've come to expect from 
Intel, but the inclusion of unsigned 
drivers is a little worrying. Then again, 
we expect this to have been resolved 
by the time this board is available. 

If money really isn't an issue, and 
youre not particularly tempted by its 
esoteric features, then the D925XCVLK 
is a powerful motherboard with a 
hell of a lot to offer. However, for only 
a few pounds more, you could get 
the fully featured GA-8GPNXP (see 
previous page) from Gigabyte. 





Features 00900000 
Performance 0090000000 








NX enabled by SP2 


AMD's on-chip NX technology leads the way to safer PC systems 


TV p hile Intels Prescott Pentium 4s 
deliver the highest GHz 
speeds and the best all-round 
grunt, AMDs Athlon 64 processors 
are just starting to show their 
hidden potential. 
There's still no sign of a 64-bit 
Windows OS, but Microsoft's recent 


release of the Service Pack 2 update 


has silently unlocked AMDs clever 
‘no execute’ or NX technology, an 
Enhanced Virus Protection (EVP) 


feature that has been hardwired into 


every Opteron, Athlon 64 and 
Sempron processor. 


In short, the NX technology uses 


processor hardware to help combat 
the kind of virus, worm, and trojan 
attacks that we've seen in net 


plagues such as Blaster, Sasser, and 


Code Red. One of the most 


common ways for a virus to infect a 


PC is via a ‘buffer overflow’, where 
the virus (either a trojan or a worm) 
overloads a PCs system memory 


with instructions. When the memory 


is full, a glitch in the architecture 


design enables the virus to force the 
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system to execute commands 
outside the memory buffer making 
the virus immune from standard 
antivirus software. 

Working with the Data Execution 
Protection technology that’s built 
into SP2, NX toughens the 
distinction between applications 
and data areas in system memory: 
in other words, it stops any attempt 
to insert and execute code from 


memory locations set aside for data. 


The DEP/NX combo does this by 
preventing the system from running 
applications outside the memory 
buffer. Instead of permitting the 
excess data to overwrite what's in 
the buffer, the data is labeled as 
non-executable, so wont be run. 
With Intel yet to incorporate its own 
execute disable’ or XD technology 
into desktop processors, NX makes 
AMD-based machines some of the 
Safest PCs around. 

Its worth noting, however, that 
once SP2 has been installed on an 
AMD-based machine, the EVP/DEP 
functionality still needs to be 








SAPPHIRE Axion 915GAS/7 


PRICE TBC SUPPLIER TBC 
INFO www.sapphiretech.com WARRANTY One year 


Qor: Technologies is a 
company more readily 
associated with graphics cards than 
motherboards, thanks to the 
company’s long-standing relationship 
with ATI. While it has released 
motherboards based around All's 
solutions before, this is the first time 
one of its products has a non-All 
core, with the Axion employing the 
i915G chipset (with GMA 900 
graphics) to fill out the specs. 
Unfortunately, Sapphire has the 
rather unimpressive distinction of 
having one of the worst laid-out 
motherboards in the test. Not only 
has the old bugbear of having the 
graphics connector too close to the 
memory slots reared its ugly head 
again, but a collection of large 
Capacitors make installing the 
Standard cooler particularly difficult. 
Even the location of the front panel 
connection block (right next to the 
IDE connector) isn't well thought out. 
At least the driver installation 
routine is logical, albeit not handily 
automated. The fact that this chipset 
boasts a decent graphics core is 
probably the Axions greatest selling- 
point, which is unfortunate in an 





overcrowded market such as this. 
The Axion manages lacklustre 
performance figures on top of this 
shaky base, with the slowest 
SYSmark 2004 score among all the 
Socket 775 Pentium 4 options here, or 
indeed all the Athlon 64 options. A 
similar fate has befallen the 3DMark 
tests as well, with only the memory 
throughput measured in the same 
ball park as the other motherboards. 
We would hope that such problems 
would be ironed out over time, but 
its hard to recommend such a 
solution in the meantime. 
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SP2’s Data Execution Protection 
option provides extra AV defence 
against trojans and Internet worms. 


enabled, as it isn't 
switched on by 
default. To do this, 
go to Control Panel | 
System Properties | 
Advanced | 
Performance Settings 
| Data Execution 
Protection. You'll see 
that the SP2 install 
has added software 
support for EVP here. 
AMD's Athlon XP 
chips sadly dont 
feature the NX instructions. 

To see how well EVP/DEP works, 
we used an application called 
NXTest, downloaded from http:// 
user.cs.tu-berlin.de/~normanb. 
This works by executing code from 
the data segment, the process heap 
and the program stack to see 
whether DEP is working properly, 
and if attempts to circumvent it 
were stopped by the OS. The 
system then creates an error 
message or what's known as an 
‘NX Exception’. This message is then 


sent to the OS, which in turn 
generates an error message 
displayed on-screen. 

The addition of NX to AMD's 
chips doesn't make a PC immune to 
viruses, but it does provide a better 
defence against buffer overflow 
attacks. A PC can still be infected if 
you voluntarily run applications that 
turn out to be viruses, and we still 
recommend you run up to date 
antivirus software for a layered 
security solution. 

Henry Tucker 


Pentium 4 (Socket 478) 
and Athlon XP (Socket A) 


There's life in old motherboards yet. Socket 478 and 
Socket A technology can be picked up at bargain prices 


(i) ithout a doubt, Intel and AMD 


have certainly cast aside their 
old sockets. For a long time, Socket A 
has served both AMD and its customers 
incredibly well, offering a single steady 
platform that has won a lot of 
supporters. Amazingly, Intel has stuck 
by Socket 478 for a good while too, 
only now discarding it for the thinner 
and more attractive Socket 775. 

The fact is, and this is obvious from 
the number of boards submitted this 
month, that Socket A is the one that's 
going to shuffle off this technological 
coil first. With only four boards 
submitted and, of those, only one 
being a genuinely new one, it’s obvious 
that manufacturers’ attentions are 
firmly on the new platforms. It's also 
obvious that Socket A is growing rather 
long in the tooth. While it still offers 
reasonable performance, it lacks in 
other areas, such as fan management 
and (more generally) its thermal 
solution. The real nail in the coffin for 
Socket A is the new Sempron range of 
budget processors. While the initial 
ones will still support the old system, 


expect future versions of the processor 
to quickly jump to Socket 754. 

As for Socket 478, we're still seeing 
reasonable support for it. In the short 
term, Intel is expected to support it 
until at least the end of the year, but 
we would hazard a guess that you can 
expect this to continue to the middle of 
2005. Where the real advantage of 
these boards lies is in cost, and if you 
want to put together a real bargain, this 
is where you should be looking. E 





Buying an 
older P4- or 
Athlon XP- 
based PC 
offers a big 
cash-saving. 


pentium 


ECS PHOTON SP1 Platinum Edition 


PRICE £85 (£72 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Protac www.protac.uk.com 01908 48 1830 


INFO www.ecs.com.tw WARRANTY One year 


TJ ere constantly impressed by 
the sheer size of the packages 

that ECS manages to put together. 
With the SiS 655FX SP1 Deluxe 
motherboard, otherwise known as 
the ‘Photon Platinum Edition’, you'll 
find many bits and pieces inside the 
box; from USB backplates, front 3.5in 
FireWire drive adaptors to cool black 
rounded cables. This is backed up 
with a pile of software that dwarfs 
anything offered by the competition, 
rounded off with a single-click 
automated driver installation. 

The board itself is awash in 
colour and, once you power up the 
board, the northbridge will light up 
your case with what we can only 
describe as a disco light’ effect. 
Unlike some of the boards here, 
were very happy with the design and 
layout of this Photon model: the 
DIMMs are clear of the AGP card and 
the various ports and connections 
are liberally scattered around the 
board (and this is one of the few 
boards to offer four SATA ports). The 
rear ports have an interesting mix 
with four USB ports, dual LAN and 
optical and coaxial digital audio 
ports. ECS always seems to offer 





good BIOS options too, and this 
board is no different, with the Award 
BIOS offering control over the FSB, 
and a ratio control for the memory 
bus speed, as well as timings. 

Performance, however, is mixed, 
with the board returning the joint 
best SYSmark 2004 score, but lagging 
a little on the 3DMark 2003 side of 
things. The below-par 3D score Is a 
shame and spoils what could have 
quite easily been a group-winning 
board. But dont let this put you off 
as the package, as a whole, is still 
very tempting. 
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asus P4R800-V Deluxe 


PRICE £56 (£48 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 


INFO www.asus.com.tw WARRANTY One year 


lot more fun to use (and install) 
than the other Asus boards in 

the test, the first thing to peak our 
interest is that its based on the All 
RADEON 9100 IGP chipset. We first got 
to take a look at this chipset in our 
previous group test and, while it was 
a fully-featured option, it seemed to 
lack some of that all-important 
performance. These are all traits that 
are replicated in this Asus board. 

Have a quick flick through the 
results (see page 81) and you'll see 
that the SYSmark 2004 score is as 
average as a bland cheese sandwich 
(no lettuce, no mayo...) While the 
3DMark 2003 score is in the upper 
echelons, the hard drive scores are 
unusually low, as are memory results. 

When you add this to the fact 
that the Front Side Bus is non- 
Standard, running at a slightly faster 
156.5MHz instead of 133MHZz, this 
makes the results look even worse 
and is just generally very naughty. 
Again, as with the other Asus boards, 
you'll need to provide the SATA 
drivers on a floppy for Windows XP 
installation. This is fine if you're 
running PATA drives, but it's a pain, 
especially if no floppy is included. 
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One of the draws for this 
motherboard, however, must surely 
be the presence of the onboard ATI 
graphics subsystem. The 9100 IGP is 
powerful enough to score 4980 in 
3DMark 2001SE, so if you're building a 
printer server or office PC, its certainly 
speedy enough. It also supports ATI's 
SurroundView technology, which will 
enable you to run an AGP card and 
the internal graphics side by side. 
The board also ships with a couple 
of useful backing plates — it's just a 
shame all this presentation is let 
down by its performance. 
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GIGABYTE 8S661FXM-RZ 


PRICE £40 (£34 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Microdirect www.microdirect.co.uk 0870 444 4456 
INFO www.gigabyte.com.tw WARRANTY One year i 


f you hadn't guessed already 
from the Micro AIX form factor, 
this is a motherboard from Gigabytes 
new RZ budget range. Gigabytes new 
tactic is to sell boards for the budget 
end of the market, rather than wait to 
sell older stock that has naturally 
devalued over time. Being a budget 
board means that the 8S661FXM-RZ 
has basic features and doesnt come 
with any extras, apart from the 
Norton Internet Security suite. 

If youre looking to build an ultra- 
cheap system, the board comes with 
SiS onboard graphics (stop sniggering 
at the back). Using a default 32MB of 
shared memory, performance is 
nowhere near that of boards with All 
or Intel solutions. In fact, it only posts 
a lowly 3DMark 2001SE score of 1,725 
and can't be used alongside any 
installed AGP card. If you switch to 
using an AGP card, performance isn't 
too bad. Our score of 10,867 is one of 
the better scores. In contrast with this, 
however, is the low score of 157 from 
SYSmark 2004, highlighting the lack 
of dual-channel memory. 

The Award BIOS actually offers 
some welcome overclocking features. 
While voltage controls are not a part 








of this, you can independently 
specify the Front Side Bus (as well as 
the memory bus speed) from a 
selected range based on the current 
FSB, and also memory timings. 
Otherwise, its BIOS business as 
usual. For a Micro AIX board, the 
layout here is as good as you could 
expect. Things aren't ludicrously 
cramped: the AGP card wont block 
the DIMMs slots, though it does 
hamper access a little. In our humble 
opinion, its almost the perfect 
budget board. As you can see this 
month, you can do a lot worse. 


Value 0000000000 


Features 000000 


Performance @©000000 
OVERALL (7) 
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GIGABYTE GA-8IPE1000 Pro-G 


PRICE £66 (£56 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Ebuyer www.ebuyerco.uk 


msi 865PE Neo2-LS 


PRICE £68 (£58 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Planetmicro www.planetmicro.co.uk 
INFO www.msi.com.tw WARRANTY One year 
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r 


INFO www.gigabyte.com.tw WARRANTY One year 


nce again, a blue motherboard 

from Gigabyte raises itself onto 
our overworked test bench. And once 
again, it benefits from the pleasant 
single-click install that cuts out a lot 
of the hassle associated with setting 
up motherboards. The GA-8IPE1000 
Pro-G also ships with dual BIOS, so 
theres no chance of damaging the 
BIOS with ill-advised overclocks. 

Talking of BIOS, the Award is the 
usual Gigabyte affair; well laid-out 
and offering the most basic of 
overclocking features you'd expect 
from an Intel-based board. So, for 
example, you can tweak the speed 
of the Front Side Bus, and adjust the 
voltage of the memory and CPU. 

As for its core features, the board 
is an unusual mix of old and new 
technology. For starters, it has the 
minimum number of PATA and SATA 
ports; while around the back, the 
two serial ports seem something of 
a waste of space. Helping to beef up 
the ports on this board, Gigabyte has 
engineered the GA-8IPE1000 Pro-G 
with dual FireWire connections and a 
USB backplate. Another port offers 
digital audio-out capabilities with 
optical and coaxial interfaces. It 





should also be pointed out that this 
is the only board to support eight- 
channel sound, though were not 
sure how many people would take 
advantage of this. 

Crucially, the performance of this 
board is excellent. It just scrapes into 
the number one spot as far as 3D 
performance is concerned and gets 
the second best SYSmark 2004 score 
out of all the Socket 478 boards. 
Priced very aggressively against the 
similar MSI board, it's far and away 
one of the better mid-range boards 
in this months Lab Test. 


Value 00000000 





Features 0090000000 
Performance 0090000000 












his particular MSI board is one 
we've seen before, and while 
previously it left us unimpressed, in 
its present company, the board puts 
in a solid performance that helps it 
outshine most all of the other boards 
in the test, scoring the joint highest 
SYSmark 2004 score of 146 along with 
the ECS board. 

Helping keep its performance in 
the top flight is an equally lofty 
3DMark 2003 score which, again, 
ranks alongside Gigabytes GA- 
8IPE1000 Pro-G board (left) as the 
best of the Socket 478 motherboards, 
and all this with a true 533MHz FSB. 
Why consider anything else? 

One thing that hasn't changed is 
the confusingly-coloured DIMM slots 
that, unlike all the other boards, will 
leave you wondering which ones 
you have to use to get your dual- 
memory channels. We had to resort 
to reading the supplied manual — 
very embarrassing! 

Very much in this boards favour 
are the six USB ports fixed alongside 
the other rear ports, leaving a single 
USB header on the motherboard 
itself, which can be used with the 
supplied USB backplate. Theres little 





Pi 
EDITOR'S 
WCHOICE 


else included with the motherboard, 
though we appreciate the supplied 
rounded cables. The driver disc offers 
drivers and little else, though the 
one-click automatic installation works 
smoothly enough. 

The Ami BIOS is standard fare for 
an Intel-based board. However, it 
does offer a little more flexibility, as 
there are options for making basic 
adjustments to the memory bus as 
well as the usual standard Front Side 
Bus speed. A solid board with good 
performance that offers only a 
minimal bundle. 





Value ELAKKA S) 
Features 0090000000 
Performance 0090000000 








SAPPHIRE Axion A44 


PRICE £66 (£56 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Ebuyer www.ebuyer.co.uk 
INFO www.sapphiretech.com WARRANTY one year 





AoPEN AK79D-400 Max 


PRICE £70 (£60 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO hittp://Usa.aopen.com WARRANTY 1 year 


Be 
P| 
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Qer: is one company that 
works very closely with ATI. In 


fact, were told it produces the 
reference cards for the Canadian 
hardware company, so when ATI 
produces a new chipset, Sapphires 
boards are the first out of the door. 

While this motherboard is based 
on the 9100 Pro chipset, it's been 
updated with the newer 9200-series 
onboard graphics core. As with the 
previous All chipset, the 9200 offers 
the SurroundView feature that lets 
you run the onboard graphics 
alongside any AGP card, utilising up 
to 128MB of memory for the visuals. 

As far as the hard numbers are 
concerned, the onboard graphics 
returned a score of 5,000 with 3DMark 
2001SE, 800 with 3DMark 2003 and a 
Doom 3 frame rate of around Ilfps. 
So, as usual, dont expect too much 
from the onboard 3D performance. 
More generally, both system and 3D 
results were entirely average, though 
the board ran a spot-on 533MHz FSB, 
which was good to see. 

The board isn't accompanied by 
much of a bundle but at least theres 
a FireWire backplate, along with 
support for TV-out via a supplied 


ee PCPlus 223 | December 2004 





punan 





combined S-Video and composite 
backplate. Board layout itself is 
excellent, with all the cables kept 
apart from one another. The front 
panel connector is well-marked but 
wed appreciate it, if it were colour- 
coded as well. Installation went 
smoothly and the Axion A44 BIOS 
offered a slightly different feature-set 
from the other available boards. 
Overclocking is limited to letting 
you individually increase the FSB and 
memory bus by up to 15MHZz. But 
don't rule it out: SurroundView 
certainly offers a real advantage. 


Value 0090000000 
Features 000000000 





Performance @©000000 








here should be no doubt that 
the now ‘old’ nForce2 chipset 
has been the best platform-defining 
chipset of all time. The feature-set 
and sheer performance was so 
ahead of anything else that it was 
simply the only choice, as long as 
you didnt mind the price tag. So it 
shouldnt come as a surprise that the 
performance of this board is clear of 
all the other Socket A boards in the 
test, mainly thanks to the excellent 
dual-channel memory bus. 

With a SYSmark 2004 score of 136, 
this puts it ahead of the rest, while it 
snaps at the heels of the Pentium 4 
boards. While the margin may be 
slimmer, the same again goes for the 
3DMark 2003 score and the memory 
speed. Oddly, the hard drive results 
are slightly down on the others, but 
this doesn't seem to have affected 
overall performance. 

The price of this board is clearly 
higher than the others, but it does 
have the advantage of offering a 
number of extra features that its 
competitors lack. There are three PATA 
ports and two SATA ports, for 
example, while also bundled with it 
are three backplates offering two 
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extra USB ports, two FireWire ports 
and audio in/out via S/PDIF and 
coaxial ports. 

The board isn’t quite perfect, 
though: the AGP port blocks the 
DIMM slots and you'll need to 
provide the SAIA drivers on a floppy 
when installing Windows XP 
Nevertheless, the BIOS options are 
superb, with a full raft of overclocking 
tools and some comprehensive fan 
management features. We can 
confidently say that this is the only 
Socket A board to choose, as long as 
you dont mind the price. 


Value 009000000 
Features 009000000 
Performance @©0000000009 








asus A7V600 


PRICE £37 (£31 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Ebuyer www.ebuyer.co.uk 


INFO www.asus.com.tw WARRANTY One year 


QO: boards like the A7V600 that 
will make you glad the Athlon 
XP platform is slowly slipping into the 
murky depths of the IT ocean. A bit 
like Leonardo DiCaprio in Titanic. As 
with other Asus boards, installation 
using SAIA drives is hindered 
somewhat, as you'll need to supply 
the SATA drivers on a floppy for the 
Windows XP installation (something 
not supplied with the board or easily 
found on the Asus website). 

This board, however, had 
additional installation problems, as it 
appears rather picky over the type of 
memory that can be used with it. 
Even with the latest BIOS update, it 
refused to work with our two 
standard 512MB DDR400 memory 
modules, simply crashing at random 
points. In fact, the manual states that 
only two of the three DIMM slots can 
be used in conjunction with DDR400 
memory anyway. These problems in 
themselves make the board difficult 
to recommend. 

Once you finally get it up and 
running, the board puts in an 
average performance, though it 
matches that of the other Asus board 
in the test. The single-channel 
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memory performance lags behind 
that of the Gigabyte board, as does 
the 3DMark 2003 score. Board layout, 
on the whole, would have been fine 
but for the age-old problem of the 
AGP interface blocking the DIMM 
Slots. Board specification is middle of 
the road at best, offering the 
minimum of everything youd expect. 

With competition so hot this 
month, this isn't a board that screams 
‘buy me’, due to the possible 
memory problems, and if youte 
planning to use SAIA drives with tt, 
that’s just another reason to look 
elsewhere for a bargain. 


Value 00000000 


Features 00000 
Performance 009000 








PRICE £36 (£31 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 


INFO www.gigabyte.com.tw WARRANTY One year 


he second board submitted by 

Gigabyte to come from its new 
RZ budget range is a Socket A 
product, and is based on the Nvidia 
nForce2 chipset. When this chipset 
first appeared, it was something of a 
revelation for the Athlon XP market, 
offering advanced features and 
leading performance. 

As this is a budget board, few of 
these advanced features remain 
intact but, most importantly, the 
performance is still there. On the 
negative side, theres no SATA ports 
and no RAID to speak of, but 
remember this is a budget version. 
Theres also no dual-memory 
channels, which translates into lower 
memory results, but at least there are 
three DIMM slots supporting 3GB of 
DDR400 (although only a 333MHz 
memory bus is supported by default). 

We also had an initial problem 
getting the board to recognise our 
processor speed, and had to resort to 
manually setting a port on the board 
itself, if you can believe such things 
still happen! Theres also a lack of fan 
management, which means that, if 
you want a quieter system, you'll 
have to resort to external fan controls. 
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Overclocking controls are good, 
however, offering per-MHz Front Side 
Bus control, plus memory bus control 
based on a percentage of the FSB up 
to 200 per cent. As it's a budget 
board, don't expect additional back 
plates for extra USB, FireWire or audio 
ports. There is a Norton software 
pack included, not to mention the 
usual Gigabyte driver disc. 

Minimum specification aside, this 
board is impressive performer for a 
budget motherboard. Gigabyte 
dominated our last Lab Test and this 
another superb product. 





Value 0090000000 
Features 009000 
Performance @©00000000 











asus A7V880 


PRICE £46 (£39 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Dabs.com www.dabs.com 


INFO www.asus.com.tw WARRANTY One year 


0: the VIA KT880 chipset, this 
should be a premium Socket A 
board going up against the Nvidia 


nForce2 motherboards on the market. 


As it turns out, even this board can't 
hold a light to the budget nForce2 
motherboard, but we'll get on to 
performance differences shortly, 

Once again, this Asus board will 
require you to supply the SATA drivers 
on a floppy before you can install 
Windows XP something that 
particularly irritates us when it's not 
supplied. While overclocking options 
in the BIOS are limited to the Front 
Side Bus and voltage control, at least 
theres fan management features to 
help reduce the extra noise. 

Unlike the other Socket A boards 
on test here, the A/V880 supports 
dual-channel memory and offers 
four DIMM slots capable of handling 
AGB of RAM. And unlike the other 
Asus board, we encountered no 
memory problems. There was, 
however, an odd graphics card error 
as 3DMark 2003 crashed with version 
49 of the All drivers, but ran fine with 
version 4.8. Quite odd. 

Despite the dual-channel RAM 
channel, the SYSmark 2004 score and 











D) o you remember the good old 
days when you were lucky if 
your processor ran at 3.6MHz, never 
mind 3.6GHz. Back then, overclocking 
was a simple affair: just see if your 
processor will run at a higher multiplier 
setting. It was all jumpers for goal 
posts and getting your hands dirty; 
having to manually adjust your 
motherboard settings. 

Of course, the powers-that-be cast a 
scornful eye on such activities and 
soon, clock-locking systems were 
implemented to stop us from getting 
something for nothing. It’s a real 
shame, as modern processors are open 
to some awesome overclocking feats. 
One of the best-known recent exploits 
Was a mysterious batch of clock- 
unlocked mobile Athlon XP 2500+ chips, 
rated at 1.8GHz. Most people were 
happily clocking these to 2.4GHz, and 
some people claim speeds of 2.7GHz. 

Modern processors limit you to 
overclocking via the Front Side Bus. 
While this speeds up your processor, it 
also has the effect of overclocking most 
other components in the system. 
Crucially, it will usually push your 

memory clock up, so you'll also need 
























Knocking overclocking? 


We ponder the usefulness of processor 
overclocking in a world of 4GHz CPUs 





3DMark 2005 results were surprisingly 
lacklustre — they didn't even 
outperform the annoying A/V600, 
making us wonder what your extra 
cash actually buys you? 

A supplied USB backplate is 
handy and theres the seemingly 
pointless proprietary Asus WLAN slot 
taking up space. Otherwise, it's a 
wholly uninspiring board on almost 
every conceivable level. While the 
cost is attractively low, theres nothing 
really here that would tempt you 
away from other better-specced, 
better-performing motherboards. 


Value 00000000 
Features 000000 


Performance 009000 
OVERALL 6) 





good memory to 
get by on an 
overclock (some of 
the so-called PC3700 and 
PC4000 memory doing the rounds). 

Different motherboards offer 
different overclocking features, almost 
all let you adjust the FSB speed, either 
by a fixed amount or by simply entering 
the speed it should be run at. Memory 
bus speed is less supported and, at 
best, limits you to a ratio of the FSB or 
a fixed speed above or below the FSB. 
Again, voltage control is a common 
addition, enabling you to increase the 
juice flowing into your memory and 
CPU helpful for pushing an overclock to 
the limits. 

Interestingly, the future of 
overclocking could be looking brighter. 
The reason that the Athlon XP has to be 
clock-unlocked is that it throttles its 
internal speed to reduce power 
consumption - AMD's PowerNow 
technology. Intel may introduce a 
similar technology to future desktop 
processors in a move to consume less 
power, which could leave them clock- 
unlocked. We'll have to wait and see! 
Neil Mohr 
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INFORMATION CHOICE 
Manufacturer ASUS ECS Gigabyte Gigabyte 
Model P4R800-V Photon SP1 8S661FXM-RZ GA-8IPE1000 Pro-G 
Price £56 (£48 ex VAT) £85 (£72 ex VAT) £40 (£34 ex VAT) £66 (£56 ex VAT) 
Supplier www.dabs.com www.protac.uk.com www.microdirect.co.uk www.ebuyer.co.uk 
Info Www.asus.com.tw Www.ecs.com.tw www.gigabyte.com.tw www.gigabyte.com.tw 
SPECIFICATION 
Form Factor ATX ATX ATX ATX 
Chipset RADEON 9100 SiS 655FX SiS 661FX Intel 865PE 
CPU Socket Socket 478 Socket 478 Socket 478 Socket 478 
CPU speeds 3.2GHz 3.2GHz 3.2GHz 3.2GHz 
FSB Speeds 800/533/400 800/533/400 800/533/400 400/533/800 
BIOS Make AMI Award Award Award (Dual) 
Memory slots 4x DDR2 4x DDR2 2x DDR 4x DDR2 
Maximum Memory 2G 4G 2G 4G 
PATA, SATA ports 3,2 3,4 2,0 22 
Graphics interface AGP 8x/4x AGP 8x/4x AGP 8x/4x AGP 8x/4x 
PCI, PCI Express 5 5 3 5 
Special S-video out, composite out, 6-pin FireWire, 100BaseT LAN, Game port Gigabit LAN 
Gigabit LAN Gigabit LAN 
USB, IrDA, FireWire MOr 2,0,1,0 2,0,0,0 21E 
brackets 
PS/2, Serial, Parallel, USB 2,0,1,4 Yale pel Dale 2 ee 
Buzzer No Yes No No 
RAID SATA 0, 1 PATA (0/1), SATA (0/1) No No 
Sound ADI AD1888 SoundMAX 6Chn C-Media 6-Chn, S/PDIF out C-Media 9761A 6-Chn Realtek ALC850 8-channel 
Integrated graphics ATI RADEON 9100 No nForce2 No 
Dual BIOS No Yes No Yes 
EXTRAS 
Software Drivers disc, ASUS PC Probe, Elite 3D Desktop, WinDVD Driver disc, Norton Internet Driver disc, Norton Internet 
Trend Micro PC-Cillin 2002, Creator Plus, WinRip, WinDVD Security Security 
WinDVD Suite 4, ShowShifter, ProMagic, DPU, 
PC-Cillin 2002, SuperVoice, 
PageABC 
Hardware 1x IDE cables, 2x SATA cables, 2x IDE Cables, 1x Floppy cable, 1x IDE cable, 1x Floppy cable 1x IDE cable, 2x SATA cables, 
1x SATA power cable, 1x 2x SATA cables, 2x SATA power 1x SATA power cables, 1x 
Floppy cable, 1x USB/Game cable, S/PDIF Out back plate, Floppy cable, 1x USB/Firewire 
backplate, 1x Serial backplate, ATX Back plate, USB/FireWire backplate, 1x Optical/Coaxial 
ATX Backplate Backplate, 3.5-in USB Drive audio out backplate, ATX 
plate Backplate 
PC verdict 6) PC verdict @ PC verdict © PC verdict © PC verdict @ 
= 
tuerde's 
INFORMATION CROKE 
Manufacturer AOpen Asus ECS Gigabyte 
Model 1915ga-Efrii P5AD2 Premium 915P-A GA-8GPNXP Duo 
Price £106 ( £90 ex VAT)£171 £171 (£145 ex VAT) £88 (£75 ex VAT) £140 (119 ex VAT) 
Supplier www.dabs.com www.dabs.com www.directform.com www.dabs.com 
Info www.aopen.nl http://uk.asus.com www.ecs.uk.com http://uk.giga-byte.com 
SPECIFICATION 
Form Factor ATX ATX ATX ATX 
Chipset Intel 915G Intel 925X Intel 915P Intel 915P 
CPU Socket 775 775 775 775 
CPU speeds 3.6GHz 3.6GHz 3.6GHz 3.6GHz 
FSB Speeds 800MHz 800MHz 800MHz 800MHz 
BIOS Make Phoenix Award AMI Award 
Memory slots 4x DDR2 4x DDR2 2x DDR2, 2x DDR 2x DDR2, 4x DDR 
Maximum Memory 4GB 4GB 2GB 4GB DDR2, 4GB DDR 
PATA, SATA ports DS 3,8 2,4 3,4 
Graphics interface PCI Express x16 PCI Express x16 PCI Express x16, AGP 8X PCI Express x16 
PCI, PCI Express 3,2 a2 22 23 
Special Gigabit LAN Wireless 802.11g, dual Gigabit Gigabit LAN Wireless 802.11g, dual Gigabit ~ Dual G 
LAN, IEEE1394b LAN, IEEE1394b 
USB, IrDA, FireWire 2012 2/053 0, 0,0 2,03 
brackets 
PS/2, Serial, Parallel, USB 2,2,1,4 21 lg 2,0 ea 2KG 
Buzzer No No (0, 1) No No (0, 1) 
RAID SATA SATA x2, IDE x1 No SATA, IDE 
Sound Intel HDA Intel HDA Intel HDA Intel HDA 
Integrated graphics Intel GMA960 No No No 
Dual BIOS Yes No No Yes 
EXTRAS 
Software Norton Antivirus 2004 InterVideo WinDVD Suite PC-Cillin Norton Internet Security 2004, 
Drivers 
Hardware USB + Firewire bracket, Serial Wireless LAN antenna, SATA 1x IDE cable, 1x floppy cable, Wireless LAN card and 


port + VGA bracket, SATA 
cables, IDE cables 


Extension bracket, 2x port 
IEEE1394b + Gigabit LAN 
bracket, 8x SATA drive cables, 
2x IDE cables, 2x USB bracket 


2x SATA cables, ATX Backplate 


Antenna, 4x SATA cables, 2x 
IDE cables, 2x USB 2.0 plate, 
IEEE1394b bracket 








Sapphire 





Axion A44 





£66 (£56 ex VAT) 
www.ebuyer.co.uk 
www.sapphiretech.com 


ATX 





RADEON 9100 Pro 





Socket 478 





3.2GHz 





800/533/400 
Phoenix 

4x DDR2 

4G 





202 





AGP 8x/4x 





5 





100BaseT LAN 





22 


2,1,1,4 
No 
SATA 0, 1 





ACL655 6-Chn 





ATI RADEON 9200 





No 


Drivers disc, Trend Micro PC- 
Cillin 2002 








1x IDE cable, 1x Floppy cable, 
1x SATA cable, 1x FireWire 
backplate, 1x S-Video/ 
Composite out backplate, ATX 
backplate 
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Intel 
D915GUX 





£81 (£69 ex VAT) 





www.dabs.com 





www.intel.com 


Micro ATX 
Intel 915G 
775 
3.6GHz 
800MHz 





Phoenix 





4x DDR2 





4GB DDR2 (533MHz) 








1,4 
PCI Express x16 
2A 












No 

Intel HDA 
Intel GMA900 
No 


Norton Internet Security 2004, 
NTI CD-Maker, InterVideo 
Home Theater Silver, 
InterVideo WinDVD Creator 


Silver, FarStone RestorelT! Lite 


1x IDE cable, 1x floppy cable, 
2x SATA cables, ATX Backplate 
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INFORMATION STOS 
Manufacturer Intel Sapphire ASUS ASUS Gigabyte 
Model D925XCVLK Axion 915GAS7 A7V600 A7V880 7NF-RZ 
Price £134 (£114 ex VAT) TBC £37 (£31 ex VAT) £46 (£39 ex VAT) £36 (31 ex VAT) 
Supplier www.dabs.com TBC www.ebuyer.co.uk www.dabs.com www.dabs.com 
Info www.intel.com www.sapphiretech.com www.asus.com.tw www.asus.com.tw www.gigabyte.com.tw 
SPECIFICATION 
Form Factor ATX ATX ATX ATX ATX 
Chipset Intel 925X Intel 915G VIA KT600 VIA KT880 NVIDIA nForce 2 
CPU Socket 775 775 Socket A Socket A Socket A 
CPU speeds 3.6GHz 3.6GHz 2.2GHz 2.2GHz 2.2GHz 
FSB Speeds 800MHz 800MHz 200/266/333/400 200/266/333/400 200/266/333/400 
BIOS Make Phoenix Phoenix Award Award Award 
Memory slots 4x DDR2 4x DDR2 3x DDR 4x DDR2 3x DDR 
Maximum Memory 4GB (533MHz) 4GB 3GB 4GB 3GB 
PATA, SATA ports 1,4 1,4 2A? 22 2,0 
Graphics interface PCI Express x16 PCI Express x16 8x/4x 8x/4x 8x/4x 
PCI, PCI-Express 4,2 30) 6 5 5 
Special Gigabit LAN Gigabit LAN, S/PDIF Out, ASUS Gigabit LAN, S/PDIF Out, ASUS = 100BaseT LAN 
WLAN slot WLAN slot 
USB, IrDA, FireWire 27072 0,0,1 2,0,0 2,0,0 ONO 
brackets 
PS/2, Serial, Parallel, USB 2,1,1,4 2AM De Dale Deon 
Buzzer No No No No No 
RAID SATA No SATA RAID 0,1 SATA RAID 0,1 No 
Sound Intel HDA Intel HDA ADI AD1980 SoundMax 6Chn ADI AD1888 SoundMAX 6 Chn 6Chn, ALC655 
Integrated graphics No Intel GMA900 No No No 
Dual BIOS No No No No No 
EXTRAS 
Software Norton Internet Security 2004, PC-Cillin Drivers disc, ASUS PC Probe, Drivers disc, ASUS PC Probe, Driver disc, Norton Internet 
NTI CD-Maker, InterVideo Trend Micro PC-cillin 2002 Trend Micro PC-cillin 2002 Security 
Home Theater Silver, 
InterVideo WinDVD Creator 
Silver, FarStone RestorelT! Lite 
Hardware USB + Firewire + Audio drive Audio bracket, IDE cable, SATA E 2x IDE cables, 2x SATA cables, 2x IDE cables, 2x SATA cables, 1x IDE cable, 1x Floppy cable, 
bay, USB + Firewire bracket, 4x cable 1x Game port backplate, ATX 1x SATA power cable, 1x ATX Backplate 
SATA cables, IDE cable, ATX Backplate Floppy cable, 1x USB 
backplate backplate, ATX Backplate 
PC verdict 6) PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ 
= 
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INFORMATION SESI 
Manufacturer Abit ECS MSI Optronix 
Model AV8-3rd EYE Extreme KV2 K8 Neo2 Platinum OP-KAK8T-ALF 
Price £86 (73 ex VAT) £82 (£69 ex VAT) £90 (£76 ex VAT) £69 (£59 ex VAT) 
Supplier www.scan.co.uk www.protac.uk.com www.dabs.com www.hardware-technologies. 
co.uk 
Info http://uk.asus.com www.ecs.com.tw http://msicomputer.co.uk www.optronix.co.uk 
SPECIFICATION 
Form Factor ATX ATX ATX ATX 
Chipset VIA K8T800 Pro VIA K8T800 Pro NVIDIA nForce3 Ultra VIA K8T800 
CPU Socket 939 939 939 754 
CPU speeds Athlon 64 3800+ Athlon 64 3800+ Athlon 64 3800+ Athlon 64 3700+ 
FSB Speeds 800MHz, 1GHz 800MHz, 1GHz 800MHz, 1GHz 800MHz 
BIOS Make Phonenix - Award Award Award Award 
Memory slots 4x DDR400 3x DDR 4x DDR 2x DDR 
Maximum Memory 4GB 3GB 4GB 2GB 
PATA, SATA ports 2,2 3,4 2,4 202 
Graphics interface AGP 8X AGP 8X AGP 8X AGP 8X 
PCI, PCI Express 5,0 5,0 5,0 5,0 
Special uGuru Clock, Gigabit LAN Gigabit LAN Dual Gigabit LAN - 
USB, IrDA, FireWire 2/053 2,02 22072 202 
PS/2, Serial, Parallel, USB 2,1,1,4 Fe ou Bas 2,1,1,6 ZASI, 
Buzzer No No No No 
RAID SATA (0, 1) SATA (0, 1), IDE SATA (0, 1) SATA (0, 1) 
Sound 6-channel AC'97 Realtek 5.1 Realtek 71 ALC 655 
Integrated graphics No No No No 
Dual BIOS No Tophat Flash No No 
EXTRAS 
Software Drivers Drivers Drivers PC-Cillin, Drive Image, Partition 
Magic 
Hardware uGuru Clock, USB and Firewire TopHat Flash (Spare BIOS), 2x D-Bracket, SATA cables and Serial port bracket, USB 2.0 


bracket, SATA cables, IDE 
cable, floppy cable 
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USB 2.0 + 2x Firewire bracket, 
rounded IDE cables, 2x SATA 
cables, Ethernet testing cable 
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power chord, Round IDE 
cables 
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bracket, IEEE1394 bracket, IDE 
cable 


PC verdict © 
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Sockets of the future... 
939-pin Athlon 64s, Socket 775 Prescott P4s, PC technology is a-changin’ 


s always, the chip market is 

dragged along by Intel and 
AMD. Both companies now have 
their next generation technology in 
place, all ready to be exploited by 
the market. AMD has a jump on 
Intel with its 64-bit technology, and 
it amused everyone to watch Intel 
try and play down the importance 
of 64-bit technology for a while, 
particularly as it has claimed that 
the circuitry for 64-bit computing 


lies dormant on its latest processors. 


We all know systems will 
eventually go down the 64-bit 
route, and it would be futile of Intel 
to try and pretend otherwise. Its a 
bit of a shame for AMD that 
Microsoft is dragging its feet over 
the 64-bit version of Windows, as 
there are real gains to be had 
through its new architecture, with 
additional internal registers that 
will only be unlocked with true 
64-bit software. 

Aside from this, the AMD 
platform is settled. Socket 939 is 
certainly the way to go in the long- 





term, with Socket /54 currently being 
reserved for mid-range and, 
ultimately, entry-level systems that 
will replace Socket A (using the new 
generation of Sempron processors). 

So far, the AMD platform lacks 
PCI Express, but this will change 
soon, as VIAs K8T890-based 
motherboards will be the first to 
offer this new interface. As for 
memory technology, theres no shift 
to DDR2 for AMD as yet. Were told 
this will have to come from AMD 
itself, as theres no advantage 
integrating such support into an 
external chipset. 

The Intel platform is where all 
the fun is taking place. With the 
introduction of the new Socket 775 
format, its two-base chipsets (the 
915P/G and 925X), and a whole new 
processor naming scheme, Intel's 
‘digital revolution’ is well under way. 
And all this before BIX pops its 
mutated head onto the scene. 
Socket 775 has been much maligned 
from various sectors, but were 
actually fans of the new packaging. 





It may seem odd that, even 
though the new Intel 915P/G and 
925X chipsets offer support for the 
latest technology in terms of DDR2 
and PCI Express, they don't deliver 
any real speed advantages other 
than direct support for faster 
processors. This will change with 
the advent of the 925XE, which, at a 
guess, wed say stands for 
‘eXtremely Expensive’, as it'll be the 
first chipset to support the 1066MHz 
FSB along with the first socket 775 
P4EE processor. 

All this ties in nicely with the 
new processor numbering system. 
The new P4EE will be the first in the 
seven series coded /20, using the 
1066MHz FSB and 2MB cache. The 
six series runs an 800MHz FSB with 
a 2MB cache, while the five series 
only comes with IMB cache but will 
be the first to hit the magical 4GHz 
speed barrier in the form of the 580. 
If youre wondering about the 
Celeron series, these are numbered 
down in the 300s, run a 533MHz 
FSB and have a paltry 256KB cache. 





Future sockets will progressively 
feature more and more connections, 
so development in protection 
mechanisms will have to improve 





As for the future, theres the 
imminent move to BIX (a shift in 
motherboard layout rather than 
anything else) and then onto dual- 
core processors. But lets not get 
onto this heavy subject just yet. It’s 
definitely worth saving for another 
motherboard group test! 

Neil Mohr 
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Performance test results 


SiSoftware Sandra 2004 3DMark 2003 (1,024x768) SYSmark 2004 
Memory throughput (MB/s) Graphics performance Overall benchmark scores 
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For this Lab Test, we've made use of 3DMark 2003 benchmarks a PC's graphic SYSmark 2004 is the latest benchmarking 
SiSoftware’s Sandra 2004 utility to measure subsystem at a number of different screen tool from BapCo. Like SYSmark 2002, it runs 
the memory throughput of each of the resolutions. Only the default scores for a series of demanding applications to test a 
motherboards featured. The scores in the 3DMark 2003 (at a resolution of 1,024x768 PC's performance. The overall score consists 
above table represent the speed of memory pixels) are listed here. Each motherboard of Internet Content Creation and Office 
access between the processor and the was also tested with the older 3DMark Productivity scores. The higher the score, 
memory controller. 2001SE benchmark. the better and faster the system. 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE (SKT 775) 
Gigabyte 
GA-81915P Duo Pro 


PRICE £84 (£72 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO uk.giga-byte.com 
WARRANTY One year 


electing the best motherboard out of the 

Socket //5 Pentium 4 offerings wasn't easy, 
simply because there are so many options out 
there. Some are bound to appeal to certain users 
more than others. The GA-8I915P Duo Pro managed 
to impress more than other solutions thanks to its 
list of features that most of us will actually use, and 
an exceptional price point for what youre actually 
getting. Whatever system youre thinking of building 
around your new Pentium 4, this will do the job with 
potential to spare. 


PC 


verdict 00000000 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE (SKT 939) 
Asus 
A8V Deluxe WiFi 


PRICE £85 (£72 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO http://uk.asus.com 
WARRANTY One year 


he AV8-3rd EYE is by no means a perfect 

motherboard. In fact, when it comes to setting 
up a system based on this PCB, you can happily 
bash it to bits and never go near a PC again. 
However, once you do manage to hit the BIOS 
settings that stop it being unstable, you'll discover 
one of the fastest, most reliable and feature-rich 
motherboards you can buy. The performance sets 
the standard by which other A64 motherboards will 
be judged, while support for Wi-Fi as standard 
pushes the competition out of the frame completely. 


PC verdict 000000000 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE (SKT A) 


AOpen AK79D 400Max 


PRICE £70 (£60 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO http://usa.aopen.com 
WARRANTY One year 


learly, theres only one board to choose from 
the small number of Athlon XP boards that 
were submitted, but it does show that the nForce2 
chipset is still going strong. If you don't mind paying 
the higher cost of this particular board, then it will 
repay you with extra performance and a great 
selection of lovely features. 

Frankly, it slaps the other boards around with a 
large paddle; the test bench in terms of speed and, 
secondly, in its feature-set. Thankfully, even if you 
don't want to splash out on such an extravagant 
Socket A motherboard, theres a perfectly adequate 
budget nForce? board in the test. 


verdict 000000000 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE (SKT 478) 


MSI 865PE Neo2-LS 


PRICE £68 (£58 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.planetmicro.co.uk 
INFO www.msi.com.tw 
WARRANTY One year 


Q was a close call but, in this particular test, 
the MSI manages to just nudge a nose ahead 
of the competing Gigabyte board. Right across the 
board, both competed at almost identical speeds 
and offer identical features, largely due to the fact 


they're both based on the same Intel i865PE chipset. 


This board does manage to offer six fixed USB 
ports and excellent performance scores, all while 
running on a true 533MHz FSB. The alternative 
Gigabyte board is a shade slower in real terms, but 
does offer a couple of extra features, such as the 
eight-channel sound, digital audio out/in, and 
FireWire ports. Tempting in itself for gadget lovers. 


PC verdict 0090000000 





Building a new PC? These are the top-rated 
motherboards you should throw your money at 





BEST VALUE (SKT 775) 
Intel 
D915GUXL 


PRICE £81 (£69 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.intel.com 
WARRANTY One year 


TY, e live in strange times indeed when Intel 
Wiis up a Value award for one of its own 
motherboards. Yet, bizarre as it may seem, the 
award is thoroughly deserved. To produce a 
motherboard that has decent integrated graphics 
is one thing, but to back this up with an 
excellent high-definition audio sound system 
makes this a one-stop solution we're going to 
see more and more of. The fact that you can 
upgrade any of these components using 
standard slots makes it an even better buy. 


PC verdict 00000000 


Pentium 4 (Socket 478) and Athlon 
XP (Socket A) 


New technologies usually take a while to be 
accepted, but this doesn't seem to be the case with 
Intel's new 915P 915G and 925X chipsets. Despite 
the fact that BTX is just around the corner and 
requires a shake up of the designs that 
manufacturers have been working to since the year 
dot, Intel appears to have a real success on its 
hands with the 775 spin of its Pentium 4 processor. 

AMD seems to have confused manufacturers, 
and undoubtedly users, with its switch to a new 
packaging to accommodate its dual-channel 
memory controller. There are only a handful of 
Socket 939 motherboards currently available, and 
while manufacturers may be waiting for VIAS 
K8T890 chipset to bring some balance to the 
different platforms, it does look like Intel is stealing 
a bit of a lead on its old rival. 

The real shock in this test is how many features 
are now being bundled with new motherboards. 
Wireless networking has been a long time coming 
to the desktop, and we did expect to pay a premium 
for it, but Asus has shown that it can produce a kit 
extremely cheaply, as proven by the eminently 
affordable A8V Deluxe WiFi. 
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Adjusting the colour balance 
within your image-editor of 
choice (we used The GIMP). 
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This month, Paul Grosse and Wilf Hey cover all things computer- 


related, from capturing spies to, erm, origami? 


IMAGE EDITING 
Balancing colour 


My digital camera keeps on 

messing up my picture's 
colours. If I take a picture of a 
landscape with a clear blue sky, 
everything comes out desaturated, 
almost with a red cast. Is there any 
way of correcting this? 
Clifton Grant 


The problem here is that your 

camera is attempting to balance 
the colours it sees and theres a good 
reason for doing this. If you had a 
camera that was balanced for daylight 
and you then took it indoors and took 
shots with it in tungsten light (light 
produced by a filament between 
2,000K and 3,000K), everything would 
have an orange cast. Similarly, if you 
balanced the camera for tungsten light 
and took it out into daylight, everything 
would have a blue cast. 

With colour films for traditional 
cameras, you can get film-stock 
variants that are manufactured 
specifically for different colour 
temperatures, whereas digital cameras 
attempt to do this automatically — 
something impossible (unless you use 
a special light meter). In short, they 
look at the balance of light coming into 
the lens and attempt to adjust the 
effective speed of each colour by 
changing the gamma until a 
reasonable colour balance is achieved. 
The resulting effect is that, in tungsten 

==] light and in daylight, 
the colours balance 
to make a 
reasonably 
similar-looking 
picture. 

However, if you 
took a picture of a 
grey cat sitting on a 
green lawn, youd 
end up with a 
magenta cat sitting 
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on a grey lawn (or 
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somewhere in between depending on 
how much of the frame was taken up 
with the cat). Some cameras offer you 
the opportunity to specify the lighting 
conditions, so that you avoid this 
Situation. If you do end up with pictures 
with an overall colour balance cast, 
much like the example in our 
screenshot, you can open up the 
gamma or curves dialog box of your 
favourite image editing software (we're 
using The GIMP) and change them 
how you like. Note that here, with the 
apples, its not a colour temperature 
balance that causes the problem; it's a 
lack of blue light in the shot. This is 
corrected by turning down the blue to 
bring the picture back in to colour 
balance using the Adjust Colour 
Balance’ dialog. 

Using the colour balancing abilities 
of your favourite image editor, you can 
bring back those rosy apples. 


IMAGE VIEWERS 
Changing our views 


We sometimes get questions 

about the default image 
viewers for operating systems, 
especially when it comes to looking 
at all of the images in a directory. 
Often, if you double-click an image 
(particularly in Windows), you'll get 
the default, heavyweight image 
editor for that particular file type, 
which is all right if you want to edit 
the image, but not if you only want 
a quick glance. 


Windows 98 


Those that have been in 
computing long enough to remember 
Windows 98 will recall that if you right- 
click on an image and select ‘Quick 
View’ from the menu, you get the 
lightweight image viewer, depending 
on the image-editing package you've 
installed to provide the service. This 
gives you a window that you can resize 
by dragging the corners, though if you 
want to preserve the aspect ratio, you 


have to be careful how you do this. 
One of the main advantages of this is 
that, if you need to look at several 
images at the same time, you can 
open as many image viewers as you 
wish, even if theyre pointed at images 
in separate directories, or even on 
different machines linked to a network. 
If youre using images with the 
intention of incorporating them into 
printed material, this is particularly 
useful as, once opened, they don't 
have to be closed for you to continue 
with your work. 

One of the disadvantages is that, if 
you have a directory with a hundred or 
SO Images in it, you'll most likely run 
out of memory and desktop before you 
manage to do anything useful. Another 
disadvantage is that if you have an 
image on Its side or upside down, 
youre stuck with it the way it is. 


Windows XP 

With Windows XP right-click on the 
image file and select ‘Preview’. This 
opens up the image in a lightweight 
image browser (the Windows Picture 
and Fax Viewer) which has a few nice 
features. You can jump to the next or 
previous Image just by clicking on a 
button; you can view the image scaled 
down (best fit) or at the correct size 
(‘actual size’, although this means pixel 
for pixel on the display rather than at 
the scaled size); you can (as in 
Windows 98) load the image into an 
editor, or you can start a slideshow 
with it. In addition to this, you can 
zoom in and out of the image using 
the scroll wheel on your mouse and 
you can rotate the image through 90 
degrees, either to the left or the right, 
using the buttons at the bottom. 

This latter point is a bit of a 
double-edged sword, though, 
because if youre viewing images 
Stored with a lossy compression, such 
as when youre viewing JPEG images 
(this is most likely to be the file-type 
used with cameras which is, of course, 
where youre most likely to find 
images on their side for framing 
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purposes), the image will be stored 
with the original filename, overwriting 
the original image. Regardless of the 
level of compression, It will be rotated 
pixel for pixel and then re-compressed 
to the same level of compression, 
introducing more local detail 
deterioration and artefacts, resulting in 
a degraded image. With lossless 
compression (.PNG files, for instance), 
the same compression type will occur, 
yet your image won't be degraded, 
though you could still end up with a 
larger image because of the way the 
compression algorithm interacts with 
the details of the image. If you're 
looking at images on your camera's SD 
card and the rotation produces a file 
larger than will fit on the card, it will 
only rotate the image in the viewer 
and will not save the new, corrected 
version to your card. 

The advantage of this program is 
that you only need to open one 
image with it and you can work your 
way through every appropriate image 
(it doesn't view AVIs, for example) in 
that subdirectory. However, if you 
need to look at two images 
simultaneously, it wont let you. 

And it won't even let you look at two 
images across different directories. 


Linux — KDE 


KDE has a number of different image 
viewers. If you right-click an image In 
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Wilf has been hanging around 
computers for decades now. 
You'd think that something 
clever would rub off on him 
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with their problems on the PC 
back in the 1980s, and 
programs for fun 
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of the magazine. 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


The Windows Picture and Fax Viewer is a simple but highly effective application for 
browsing through your image collections, whether at reduced size or best fit onscreen. 


Konqueror and select Open with | 
Kuickshow, you get a fast-loading, 
lightweight image viewer. Like the 
Windows Picture and Fax Viewer, you 
can rotate your images (press [7] or [9] 
for 90 degrees to the left and right 
respectively, or [8] for 180 degrees), but 
the image on the drive is left 
untouched. You can zoom in and out of 
the image by pressing [+] and [-] 
respectively (as with The GIMP) and 
you can drag the image around, but if 
you pull the mouse scroll wheel 
towards you, you proceed to the next 
image, and so on. 


Apache webserver 


Blocking nuisances, whether they're single users or a mass of intruders 


Another advantage of Kuickshow Is 
that, if you need to look at several 
images at the same time, you can open 
up several copies of Kuickshow either in 
the same or in different directories. 


Linux — Gnome 

Like KDE, Gnome has a number of 

image viewers, and if you right-click on 

an image in Nautilus, and select Open 
with|Eye of Gnome, you get its fast- 
loading, lightweight image viewer. This 
one is even more like Windows Picture 
and Fax Viewer, able to rotate and 

move your enlarged image around. => 


| have an Apache webserver with webstats updated 
hourly. In recent weeks, there's been one visitor who 
has just downloaded a single page, repeatedly and 
frequently, causing about 10 per cent of the site's 
traffic. If my ISP restricted my monthly traffic on my 
connection, this could represent a problem. Here are 
a number of strategies to block someone like this, 
so that stats make sense again: (1) His IP address 
will be in the Apache access log, located in /var/ 
logs/httpd or in [server root]\logs\(Windows). You 
can block by using: 


Deny from www.xxx.yyy.Z2ZzZ 


in a «Directory /srv/www...» directive. All he needs to 
do is change his IP address to get around this but 


you can block out the whole of his netblock by 
going onto iana, ripe, icann and so on, type in the IP 
address into the whois database search and use the 
results to produce a network address and subnet 
mask to use in a line, like this: 


Deny from www.xxx.yyy.22Zzz/255.255.240.0 


This will inconvenience a whole block of users, but 
you'll not have the problem again unless he 
changes his ISP (2) Block him at the firewall. Use the 
IP address information from (1) and apply it to the 
firewall instead. This will stop your Apache log filling 
up with 403s and you can specify the entries in the 
log, so dropped tcp connections can get away 
without being logged. This also has the advantage 


of keeping traffic away from your webserver, 
allowing it to get on with the job of serving files to 
your legitimate user population. (3) Use a cgi script 
on the server to block overuse automatically. On the 
face of it, this sounds like a good idea: blocking 
anyone who attacks your server by overusing it. 
However, real attackers can turn this on itself. If 
they send traffic in the style of an attack to port 80 
on your server, but spoof the sender's address so 
that it's the same as your DNS, it will be blocked 
out of the system. 

This can also happen on adaptive firewalls 
where the apparent address of an attack is blocked 
out. The result is no DNS and no browsing during 
the blocked-out period. One thing you should do is 
notify their ISP so they can ‘have a word’. E 
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TOP TIP 


You've finished your chat but is your webcam 
really off? You might be infected with spyware. 
Short of unplugging it each time, there’s only 
one way to make sure: see the SuperDisc on 
how to make an origami webcam cover. 


With Eye of Gnome, however, zooming 
in and out with the mouse wheel is a 
lot finer. If you double-click an image in 
Nautilus, you get the embedded 
viewer, which works the same way 
except that, in addition to using the 
mouse wheel to zoom, you can zoom 
in and out by holding [CTRL] while 
pressing [+] and [-] respectively. 

When you zoom in using the 
mouse, the zoom action will centre 
around the location of the mouse. So, if 
you were interested in a particular area 
of an image, you can zoom in on it 
without having to drag the image to 
correct its position all the time. With Eye 
of Gnome, you can still open multiple 
copies of the program simultaneously 
(viewing images in the same or 
different locations), although, in some 
respects, its not as easy to use as 
Kuickshow in KDE. 


QBASIC USB PRINTING 
Create a printer shortcut 


| use QBasic quite a lot, but 

sometimes find I'm unable to 
print the programs. I'm using a 
Samsung ML-1210 printer with 
Windows 98SE, and when I'm using 
a USB port, | get ‘device fault’. I've 
tried using the LPT1 port and get no 
response whatsoever. Both ports 
work well with other Windows 


programs. Can you offer any help? 
K. Rhodes 


The parallel port on the ML-1210 

should work but | suspect the 
problem youTe having is that the 
printer needs a driver to work, and 
printing directly to the port won't 
provide the input the printer needs. 
The more expensive office printers, 
such as the HP Deskjet 8/0Cxi, don't 
need to be told how to print by the 
computer, because if you feed them 
raw ASCII, they'll print it. Unfortunately, 
cheaper printers need to be told how 
to print and cant work without a 
special driver (the HP DeskJet 820Cxi is 
an example of this). They need to be 
told how to draw a letter ‘A and this is 
what the print driver does. The ML- 
1210 does have a lot of support for 
different operating systems (Windows, 
Mac OS 8 and later, and various 
Penguin x86 systems using CUPs), but 
this doesn’t mean it can print on Its 
own, directly from ASCII. 

Unfortunately (though some might 
think otherwise), QBasic is an MS- 
DOS program. It runs in a DOS box 
and therefore wont recognise your 
USB port, as these came along after 
Microsoft gave up on MS-DOS to 
concentrate Its programming efforts 
on its Windows operating system. 
However, as your MS-DOS programs 
print to the same file system that 


Uptime a good time 


Switching on your computer is almost the most dangerous thing you can do with it 


Phil Sobell wrote to say he's about to 
buy a new computer, and he's heard 
people say that he shouldn't leave his 
new machine on as it’s a bad thing to 
do. They've told him that he should 
never turn it off because it will run much 
better if he doesn't. Because he 
downloads a lot, the idea of leaving 
things on suits him to a tee, but he’s 
worried about destroying his new PC! 
Actually, the amount of time you 
should leave your PC on for depends on 
what you're doing with it and what 
you're running. With the right operating 
system, there's no reason why you 


shouldn't be able to leave a PC on until 
the BIOS battery runs out (every four 
years or so). You can see from the 
Netcraft uptime graph (www.netcraft. 
com) that one of my PCs was on for 82 
days, and it would have stayed on 
longer if it wasn’t for a power failure. 
That particular PC runs Linux, which is a 
cool operating system (not insisting that 
the processor works when it doesn't 
need to) and is also stable. While writing 
this article, the CPU is around 90 per 
cent idle. Windows XP has a similar 
routine (producing similar results) but 
Windows 98 does not. You can judge for 
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DOODO 


Inexpensive printers often 
need to be told how to print 
something as basic as ASCII art. 


Windows uses, theres a way around 
this problem. 

A good solution to your problem is 
to create a shortcut to the printer and 
place that on your desktop. You can 
do this by double-clicking on My 
Computer, double-clicking on the 
Printers pseudo-folder, right-clicking 
on the printer of your choice and 
selecting ‘Create Shortcut’. Windows 
will ask if you want to put the 
shortcut on the desktop, to which you 
will say Yes’. 

To print a listing from QBasic, opt to 
print to a file (ending with .TXT), but to 
print from a program running in QBasic, 
you need to do something along the 
lines of the following... => 


Samples of system uptime at www.grosse.is-a-geek.com 
Note: Uptime - the time since last reboot is explained in the FAQ Latest data 10-Sep-2004 


uuu. grosse, is-a-geek,con 
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yourself which of Windows 
or Linux is more stable, if 
that’s an issue. So, leaving 
your computer on is not too 
bad. The most dangerous 
thing that you can do with a computer 
(that involves operating it properly) is to 
switch it on, as cold circuits have a 
lower electrical resistance and therefore 
allow more current through. This can, in 
turn, burn out circuits quicker over a 
period of time. If you never switch it on, 
it should last forever, and if you only 
switch it on once, it should last for at 
least a long time. & 
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You can leave your PC running 
for months without rebooting. 
Netcraft’s site shows all the 

details of who's running what. 
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If you mount the shares, many 
programs will be able to use the 
files. If you use the smb: 
KlOSlave, you can navigate the 
shares like web pages. 


NETWORKING 
KVM switches 


KVM switches will cut down 
the quantity of hardware you 
need but there is a drawback: 
if you need to get to a 
particular machine's command 
line and somebody else is 
using the KVM switch’s other 
computer, you could be stuck 
with a Windows machine with 
all of its network functionality. 
There are SSH programs that 
you can install on Windows, so 
instead of buying and 
installing the Windows 
versions of all of the Unix 
commands you need, you can 
just log on (not as root and not 
using a script) and get on with 
it. Here, on Windows 98, whois 
on OpenBSD is being used to 
investigate a honeypot visitor. 


: Sun Sep A 220 
DpenBSD 3.5 (GENERIC) #34: Mon 


elcome to OpenBSD: The proacti 
Please use the sendbug(1) utili 
Before reporting a bug, please 
ersion of the code. With bug 
Enough information to reproduce 
nown fix for it exists, includ 


b whois Sunchee. 148.21 








Doing the Samba — Windows shares in Linux 


Looking at the problem from the other side 


Here, we look at Windows SMB shares 
in Linux. You need to run smbfs (the 
SMB file system that can be started in 
YaST2) and then you can have a choice. 
Unlike many systems, with Linux, you 
can have your cake and eat it. You can 
either mount the Windows network 
shares in the file system or you can 
browse them with Konqueror (or both). 


In your program, when you want to 
print, instead of having a line like: 


OPEN “LPT1:” FOR OUTPUT AS #1 


redirect to a file with an incremental 
name, So: 


prflnum = 0 
prpaths DERN 


and, further on in the program: 


FileName$ = prpath$ + “LP” + 
RIGHTS (“00000” + 

LTRIM$ (STR$ (prflnum)), 6) + 
DTR 

prflnum = prflnum + 1 

OPEN FileName$ FOR OUPUT AS #1 


Or, if you have the FORMAT$ command, 


you can replace the RIGHT$ function 
and its contents with: 


FORMATS (prflnum, “000000”) 
This will print a different file with each 


execution of your printing routine. 
When you've finished printing or 


Saving your listing to a printer text file, 


just go to wherever you've set your 
print path (Use Windows Explorer if 
necessary) and drag your print file(s) 
and drop them onto the printer icon 
on your desktop. This will pipe the 
contents of the file to the printer 


To mount them, first of all create a 
mount point in the file system. One way 
is to create a directory called /lan (or 
use /mnt) and in that, put the machine 
names and share names and mount 
them there. Once that’s done, edit /etc/ 
fstab so that the Windows shares 
appear in it using 0,0 so that they're not 
checked on bootup. If the Windows 


Ed 
to HP 


35 
ar DL j 





If you have the right type of printer, you 
can print to it just by dropping a file onto 
its desktop shortcut. 


regardless of how it's connected. 
Windows acts as the interface and, 
as long as you have a program that 
recognises the file extension, it will 
print it from that. 

This solution will even work with 
a network printer and, as an added 
bonus, if you have your printer 
configured to print your pages in 
reverse order, it will do that as well. 
However, there are limits. In the 
example shown above (in the 
screenshot), we've used text output 
and printed to a .IXT file. When you 
drop the .IXT file onto the printer 
shortcut on the desktop, Windows 
loads up Notepad (or at least the 
printer interface part of it) and it uses 
that to pipe the file to the printer. 

If you want to print images to your 
printer from inside QBasic, you'll have 
to use LPT1 and find your original 


Linux ih (Samba) How to get things running if you can’t see the shares 


E a My Network Places 


= p") Entire Metwork. 
A Microsoft Terminal Servi 
A Microsoft Windows Mety 


=y Cakna 
Amethyst hi 


iy Emerald 
g) Web Client Network, 


If you cannot see a Linux SMB (Samba) share in 
— you can’t see the machine’s 
icon at all, let alone the shares — you might be tearing 
your hair out, especially if you already have the SMB 
daemon running, have checked various configuration 
files and run out of ideas. Don’t despair. There are 


Windows Explorer 


ways of making things work... 


stop now ... 


Refresh status ... 


select ‘Start’. 
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On the Linux box, go into Control Centre and 

locate your run level editor (on SuSE Linux, it’s 
located under YaST2 ModulesiSystem/Runlevel Editor. 
Load up the editor and click on ‘Runlevel properties...’. 
Scroll down the list of programs and daemons until 
you get to nmb. Next, click on ‘StartiStoplRefresh’ and 


machine is down for some reason when 
you boot up the Linux machine, it will 
only slow things down. To browse them 
in Konqueror, type smb://[machinel/ 
[share]/ and you'll be able to pull and 
push documents across your network. 

Our tutorial at the foot of this page is 
for those who can't actually see shares, 
or even the icon! © 





manual for your printer, so you can 
figure out how to program it! 


SECURITY 
Capturing spies 


When I visit some websites, 
they tell me that my system 
has a number of spyware programs 
on it. Are they really only claiming | 
have so they can sell me something I 
don't really need? 
Ryan Miller 


In order for a website to let you 

know that a piece of spyware is 
running on your computer, you have to 
be running scripts on your browser to 
allow a program to download into it 
automatically, so that it can have a 
look. This is one of the routes that 
Spyware uses to get into computers. 

The problem with Windows is that it 

was developed to run as a single-user, 
Standalone system, which it does 
reasonably well. The one trusted user 
can change anything he likes on the 
system and he has absolute privileges 
to do so (equivalent to running as ‘toot’ 
on one of the Unices). Unfortunately, 
things have moved on since then and 
people are now connecting Windows 
machines to networks and having a 
number of different users on them. As 
a result, any running program (such as 


E a My Network Places 


=g 


Entire Network, 


A Microsoft Terminal Services 
E A Microsoft Windows Network 





Amethyst 
P Emerald 
= ¥ Obsidian - Metwork. Ac 
G? Nas $ 
E g Masz 
{4 Printers and Faxe 


A Web Client Network 


‘nmb’ is Linux’s NetBIOS-naming-service-over-IP 

daemon and you need to make sure it starts 
with smb next time you boot up. Just above 
‘StartlStop!lRefresh’, you can choose these run levels. 
Select three and five (both networked but without and 
with a GUI respectively), click on the finish button and 


it all appears in Windows. 


a browser) has root-type privileges, and 
if you let something like scripts run, the 
scripts and anything they allow to run 
will also inherit those privileges, and 
programs such as spyware are installed 
or ran (and sometimes both). 

In an attempt to give users less 
privileges, Windows XP (and similar 
systems) enables you to set up an 
account that can hardly do anything 
destructive, providing a certain level of 
protection. One of the problems with 
this is that many programs wont 
subsequently work properly under 
any of the lesser accounts. 

Windows XP programs are a way 
of getting around this problem but, 
instead of forking out a few hundred 
pounds on another version of a 
program that already does exactly 
what the user needs, many people 
will just give that user all privileges 
instead, as it's the cheap and easy 
option. In this way, people end up 
running browsers on networked 
Windows systems with a full set of 
privileges; something spyware writers 
are looking out for. 

One thing to try is accessing the 
same website again without running 
scripts. In Internet Explorer, select Tools 
| Internet Options... | Security [Tab] | 
Internet | Custom Level, and then, 
under ‘Scripting’ (close to the bottom 
of the list), change all three to 
‘Prompt’. This will ensure you have the 
option whether or not to run scripting. 
If you dont run scripts and the 
message still comes up that youre 
infected, the only way youd still 
receive a message from them Is 
because they're sniffing all of your 
traffic from just upstream of you 
(hardly likely). If it doesn’t come up 
with the message, it could still be just 
something that's written into a piece 
of Javascript on the web page. 

So, w hile its not possible to tell 
whether that particular website was 
offering you something you needed 
or not, the very fact that you're 
running scripts shows that youre at 
risk from being infected with such 
software. If you have children using 
your machine, especially with full 
privileges, it could have anything 
installed and running on it. The one 
thing you should do is install a 
spyware killing program onto your 


TOP TIP 


Button-Pusher websites (bullet points are the 
only visible evidence of web page links) are 
frowned upon as poor design, but this button, 
weighing in at six pixels, belongs to Microsoft. 


machine and let it have a look. A 
good program is Spybot — Search & 
Destroy, available from www.safer- 
networking.org. It will look at the 
system as available to the current user 
and find any spyware it sees. After 
that, you have the opportunity to 
select what you want to be removed 
and it will create a restore point and 
ethusiastically kill it all off for you. 


INTERNET 


Getting your real IP 
address 


| have a broadband connection 

and have set up NAT on my 
router. I'd like to know my new IP 
address when | go online so that | 
can experiment with a server with 
some friends. Just going into a 
command prompt and getting the 
interface IP address doesn't appear 
to work because that's on the LAN 
side of the router. I've tried several 
websites that say they can tell me 
my address but, in just one session, 
each one gave me a different 
address. Is this a problem with NAT 
and how do! find my real external 
IP address? 
David Stone 


NAT (Network Address 

Translation, aka Masquerading) 
doesn't work like that. While your 
Internet Service Provider will give you 
a different IP address from a pool, it 
shouldn't really change during a 
session. It's most likely that the IP 
address identifying websites you've 
chosen are giving you the addresses 
of the servers in your ISP's proxy farm. 
While you may not think you're 
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2 Spybot - Search & Destroy 
File Mode Language Help 


Spybot-S&D ® Search & Destroy 
Scan for problems and remove therm. 














Search & Destroy 
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This is the main scan page of Spybot-S&D. Here you scan your system ("Check for problems" button) and fix any 
problems that were found [''Fix selected problems" button). Hint: if you haven't done so yet, we recommend you 
read the tutorial (see Help menu) to learn how to deal with the scan results. 


Hide this information 





Problem 
= DSO Exploit 
Update Data source object exploit 


HKEY_USERS4S-1-5-184S oftware\Microsoft\... 


Data source object exploit 


HKEY_USERS\S-1-5-21-789336058-4363740... 


Donations : : 
Data source object exploit 


HKE'Y_USERS4S-1-5-204S oftware\Microsoft\... 


Data source object exploit 


HKEY_USERS\S-1-5-19\Software\Microsoft\.... 


source obje 


ct exploit 
’ USERS‘.DEFAULTS oftware\Microso... 


actually browsing through a proxy, 
many ISPs use them in order to 
speed up the browsing process by 
Storing files locally, and because of 
this, each one will have (and display) 
a different address. 

As an experiment (and because | 
was particularly curious), | typed ‘find 
your IP address’ into the Google 
search engine and, as a result, | 
managed to identify almost a dozen 
proxy servers in my ISP's proxy farm. 
These particular web pages use a 
piece of code that looks at the IP 
address sent to the web server. If you 
want to find your router's external IP 
address, take a look at http:// 
checkip.dyndns.org which looks into 
things in far more detail. The machine 
I'm using to write this on is behind 
two masquerading appliance firewalls 
and a proxy before it even gets to the 
cable modem, so the result reveals 
both my machine's IP address and the 
external firewalls. On my proxy server, 
the same page provides just the 
external IP address (the outer firewall), 
as the browser on that machine 
bypasses the internal LAN proxy. 


u 














| Current IP Address: 61.96.246.140 q 





Most web pages that give you your IP address will give you the one for your ISP's 
proxy. The website checkip.dyndns.org gets it right, though. 


5 entries 





Kind Company: Microsoft 
Product: Internet Explorer 
Threat: Security hole 
Registry $ 
change | (Company URL: 
Registr 3 http://www microsoft.com? 
i ? ep Company product URL: 
CETUS . p http://www. microsoft.com/windows/ie? 





Registry . ||...| Company privacy URL: 
change Ayw. microsoft. com/info/privacy. htm 


Registry scription 
There's a security hole in IE allowing websites 
to execute code without asking you first. You 
can find more information at 
http: //security. greymagic. com/ady/gm001 -ie/ 


In XP, many non-XP programs 
will only run correctly if they're 
in administrative mode. This 
also means that anything can 
install itself if you run scripts. 
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Security and open source 


Does published source code make for weaker security? 














Wwe 
SECURITY.COM. 


out better in favour of Linux than other 
operating systems with the exception 
of some designed specifically for 
security, such as OpenBSD, which is 
also a free, open-source OS. So, while 
your company might be abandoning 
Windows, there's no reason to get 

rid of the PCs it runs on, as they run 
better with Linux. © 


John asks: “The company I’m working 
for is abandoning Windows because of 
security. However, we're not going to be 
allowed to use Linux because it’s an 
open system and therefore anybody 
can break into it. Is this right?” 

I think that there's some confusion 
over this because the word ‘open’ is 
used. Certainly, all of the source code 


for Linux is available for anybody on 
the planet to look at but this doesn't 
make it less secure. For instance, the 
source code for the Rijndael algorithm 
(the brand new American Encryption 
Standard — the AES) is available on 
the Internet but this doesn’t mean 
you'll be in a better position to crack 
it. If anything, the security facts check 











Open source OSes knock spots 
off the proprietary opposition 
when it comes to security, 
reliability, scalability and total 
cost of ownership. 





>» Network Connections 


INTERNET DOMAIN NAMES 


Further Help As easy as DNS 








The best place to start for help 
and advice, and updated 
drivers, is from the official 
manufacturers’ websites. 
We've listed the Internet 
addresses of many leading 
manufacturers and have 
included it on the SuperDisc. 
See the HelpDesk page on the 
SuperDisc for details. 

Newsgroups are also a great 
source of help and advice. Your 
question may already have 
been answered, so before 
posting a message, search 
previous postings at http:// 
groups.google.com/advanced_ 
group_ search. And don't forget 
PC Plus’ own forums at www. 
pcplus.co.uk. 


Intel(R) PRO/100 VE Network Com A ean tet (TCP/IP) Properties 


is connection uses the following ite 
Ld 


Please could you help me. My 
modem is connecting but | can't 
display any Internet pages. I've tried 
pinging websites but can only ping 
numbers. Please help. 
Sam Kerly 





can get IP settings assigned automatically if your network supports 
capability. Otherwise, you need to ask your network administrator for 


Local Area Conne 





Uninstall 


192.168. 1 . 80 


ZOU 2 aoa 


192.168. 1 . 254 C 
© Use the following DNS server addresses: 


Preferred DNS server: 192.168. LEMEE 


194 . 168 . 


Wizard Instal 
Description 


IP address: 





Subnet mask: 


This type of problem is usually 

caused by your system not 
knowing (or recognising) the IP 
address of your local ISP's domain 
name server (DNS). The DNS provides 
an IP address when queried with a 
domain name. Heres how you can 
solve this problem, in order to make 
Windows communicate with your 
ISP's DNS server... 

In Windows XP you click on ‘Control 

Panel’, then on ‘Network Connections’ 
and select your connection. Right-click 


Transmission Control Protocol/Interne 
wide area network protocol that provi 
across diverse interconnected netwo 


Default gateway: 


Obtain DNS 


F : PEETI server address automatically 
C] Show icon in notification area when ¢ 





New Connection 





Alternate DNS server: 











Despite the appearance of one too many dialog boxes, configuring your network 
interface with your DNS settings is as easy as ABC. 





Related files on SuperDisc 
See section: HelpDesk 


on it and select ‘Properties’ and on 
the ‘General’ tab of the resulting dialog 
box, you need to search down to the 
bottom where there should be an 
entry regarding ‘Internet Protocol (TCP/ 
IP)’. As you can already connect to the 
Internet, and ping using IP addresses, 
it should be the line that has a tick 
in the checkbox. 

Highlight the line by clicking on it 
(don’t uncheck the box) and click on 
the ‘Properties’ button. On the next 


dialog box, you'll see what the 
network interface does when it 
connects. If you have ‘Obtain an IP 
address automatically’ selected, you 
can select ‘Obtain DNS server address 
automatically’ and that should solve 
your problem, because your computer 
should be told the DNS addresses 
when it has issued its IP address (by 
DHCP). If, for some reason, you need 
to specify the DNS servers yourself or, 
if you've been given a static IP 


address by your ISP you need to put 
the DNS server addresses in the frame 
at the bottom of the dialog box. When 
you've finished, click on ‘OK’ for both 
dialog boxes and XP will take a few 
seconds to absorb the information. 

The process is similar in Windows 
98, with the DNS and IP address being 
on separate tabs of the configuration 
dialog, but soon afterwards, you'll 
need to reboot in order for the 
changes to take effect. PCP 


Outlook Express The safer method of sending and receiving emails involves disabling HTML 


Subject: hi 





We have every POPULAR softwares u NEED! 
You name it & we got it! 


e : $50 ; normal : $299.00 ; 
j) y 


$80 ; “normal : $599.95 ; you sa 


CorelDraw Graphic PC my price: $100 ; normal : $349. 95; 





We do have full range softwares -- MacrOmedia, Mc-Afeee, Ad0bee, Core1Draw, Micros0ft, NERO, 
Pinnacle Systems, PowerQuest, RedHat, Riverdeep, Roxio, Symaantec, 321 Studio & 69 More 
POPULAR titles for you >> Cheeckk out 69 more popular softwares on our site 


Start from $15 each software 


Softwares Super CHEAP & Ship to All Countries 








you saave Sipe 00 
Reading Messages 
ah 


ave $519.95 
; you saave $249.95 =] 








One of the most dangerous things on the 
Internet that has happened in the last decade or 
so has been the advent of HTML email. This enables 


people to run code on their machines 


privileges of the user. On Windows machines, this 
means root. Merely by viewing a message, viruses 


run, worms propagate and spam gets 


with the 


through. 
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Mark message read after displaying for 


aA download message when wig 


Spam exploits the fact that HTML in email is an 

attachment. The user's email client will display 
the HTML, which can format out invisible text (white 
on a white background) and display the advert. In 
Outlook Express, click on ToolslOptions, then on ‘Read’ 
(tab). Check ‘Read all messages in plain text’ and the 
problem is solved (until the next exploit). 


From: 
Date: 
To: 


[| Automatically expand grouped messages 


@ OE removed access to the following unsafe atta $ 


Lin Laronda 
23 July 2004 08:21 
Flinden@nthyorld.com 


Subject: hi 


aunt conduct 


passed everything 


caught do reason begimning character contiden 


Show ToolT ips in the message list for clipp 





that the 





The body text is the only bit worth reading and 
here (the same email), it clearly is not. Also, note 


HTML part is now off-limits. To make things 


safer still, click on the ‘Send’ tab and, on Mail sending 
format, click on ‘Plain Text’. On the ‘Security’ tab, 
check the boxes and select ‘Restricted sites zones’. 
From now on, HTML messages are history. 


HELPDESK HARDWARE 


PCPlus 


HELPDESK naroware 








> We solve your hardware problems 


WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
pcplushelpdesk @futurenet.co.uk 
Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BAl 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@ futurenet.co.uk 





Simon Pickstock answers your queries about malfunctioning 
rewriters, scanners that wont install and a beeping BIOS 


CD-RW 
Hard CD creator? 


Could you 

please provide 
any advice regarding 
my problematic USB lomega 
CD Rewriter? It was working fine 
until recently and | can't work out 
what's wrong. My computer isn't 
recognising the writer and won't 
assign a drive letter to it. Instead, a 
message comes up that states the 
driver isn't supported. The software 
that came with the writer is Easy CD 
Creator. The drive has power and the 
green light comes on if you press 
eject. I've changed the USB wire 
connection and tried different USB 
slots, and changed the power socket 
connection, but to no avail. | have 
reloaded the Easy CD Software and 
this has not resolved the problem. 
Mike Costello 


It sounds like you've covered 

most of the basics here, but there 
are a couple of documents on the 
lomega website that will help. The first 
deals with the basics: www.lomega. 
com/europe/support/english/ 
documents/11083e.html. 

The second deals specifically with 
the drive thats not being assigned a 
letter in Windows: www.iomega.com/ 
europe/support/english/documents/ 
11160e.html. 


BROADBAND 
Broadband’s stale, mate 


| have a BT Broadband ADSL 

account. The hardware I'm 
using is a Dell 3GHz PC running 
Windows XP and a Netgear router/ 
modem. It all appears to be set up 
OK and frequently works, but there 
are also times when a really 
frustrating situation occurs. | have it 
set up as an always-on LAN 
connection, so when | switch the PC 
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lomega CD rewriters 
are not immune to the 
occasional malfunction. 


on it automatically connects and 
displays the connection status icon 
in the Taskbar. On many occasions, 
this hooks up and shows me as 
being connected. The Netgear entry 
in the Control Panel for the hardware 
also shows the state as connected, 
but my system won't permit me to 
access web pages or email. 

I've spent ages on the phone to BT 
Support and run through all the tests 
it suggests, such as disabling 
firewall, running ping and ipconfig 
tests and manually assigning DNS 
addresses. Nothing seems to work 
and then suddenly I'll connect. Yet 
the next time I try, | won't be able to. 
BT remote tests show me as being 
connected. This has been going on 
for weeks. I've been through every 
configuration | can think of. I've done 
System Restore back to the time 
when it was working. I'm just plain 
out of ideas and it appears that BT is, 
too. Can you help me? 

Howard Francis 


We've heard reports of situations 

like this before and we did 
manage to speak to someone at BI 
who was able to offer a possible 
explanation. On some networking 
hardware, theres no power switch and 
if its self-powered, it will only be 
Switched off when you turn it off 
at the mains power supply. This 
can mean that your connection 
to broadband isnt dropped when 
you turn your PC off. This can lead 
to a stale connection, so that despite 
being shown as connected, your 


connection is effectively dead. The 
simple solution is to unplug your 
modem from the mains for about five 
minutes, then reconnect it. This will 
establish a new session that will be 
live. This could also explain why you 
sometimes manage to get on OK, but 
at other times dont. Give it a try and let 
us know if this resolves the situation. 


SCANNER 
Scanning files 


I have a problem that's driving 

me up the wall. I've bought a 
CanoScan 9900F and have been 
unable to install the software on my 
Windows XP PC. | get the error 
message: “The InstallShield engine 
(ikernel.exe) could not be launched. 
Library not registered.” 

I've since tried to install another 
piece of software and get a similar 
message. Please help! 

Ted Marchant 


This is a problem with files on 

your system that have become 
corrupted or are missing, and this will 
affect the installation of other 
programs that use InstallShield. It's not 
directly related to your Canon scanner, 
but it obviously needs to be sorted to 
get your hardware up and running. 
The three files in question are: 
stdole32.tlb, stdole2.tlb and stdole.tlb. 

First, you need to determine which 

Stdole files are missing. Click 
Start|Find|Files 
or Folders. In 
the All or 
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part of the file name field’, type 
‘stdole*tlb’ to search for the missing 
files. In the ‘Look in’ field, click ‘Drive 
C. Make a note of those files that 
are missing. 

You'll now need to extract the 
missing files from a cabinet file on 
your Windows CD using the Expand 
utility. Click Start]Run, type ‘CMD’ and 
then press ‘OK’. Change to the root 
folder of drive C by typing ‘cd\’ or c: 
and press [Return]. Insert the Windows 
Installation CD. Next, type the 
following: ‘expand D:\i386\filename.tl_ 
C:\Windows\system32\filename.tlb 
and press [Return]. Note that the 
above example assumes that D is 
your CD drive, C is your primary hard 
drive where Windows is installed, and 
‘filename’ needs to be substituted for 
the name of the missing files. Repeat 
for each of the missing files, type ‘exit’ 
and reboot your PC. The software 
should then install without a hitch. 


BIOS 
Bios coded beeps 


My computers were taken out 

of action for some time while | 
carried out extensive alterations to 
the house. During this time I 
removed the modem from the now 
faulty one to try in a friend's 
computer, but it just wouldn't work. 
I returned the modem to its rightful 
slot and thought no more about it. 


When I came to boot up the machine, 


all it would do is beep at me. The 

other machine, which had been out 
of commission for roughly the same 
time, is working OK. I've checked all 
the connections both inside and out 


Bi OS CENTRAL 


Welcome io BIOS Centra 


that | can find and all appears to be 
correct. The CD or floppy drives don't 
work, so the emergency disc is of no 
use at all. Can you please tell me 
what may be wrong and how | go 
about fixing it? 

Michael Hasney 


The key to finding an answer to 

this problem is the way in which 
the PC is beeping at you. The beeps 
are coded in a way to help you 
identify the cause of the issue. 
However, we don't expect you to be 
fluent in beep language! The codes 
vary depending on the manufacturer 
of the PC BIOS, so you'll need to 
check through some documentation 
on your motherboard first. Sites like 
www.motherboards.org can help 
you with this. Once this has been 
established, there are a couple of 
options for interpreting the beeps. You 
can visit one of the various websites 
that offer this information, such as 
www.bioscentral.com, to read or 
download a list of what the beeps 
mean for your system board. 


PRINTER 
Paper's paper, right? 


I've just bought a Canon 

i865 inkjet printer, which is a 
great printer and is working fine. 
However, when I go into the User's 
Guide and look under ‘Printing 
Media’, it has a warning: “Do not 
use the following types of paper. 
Using such paper will not only 
produce unsatisfactory results, but 
can also cause the printer to jam or 
malfunction.” 
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Bios Central is a good place to start when trying to identify BIOS beep errors, and you 
don’t have to be a technical expert to get to grips with it. 
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Simon Pickstock 
simon.pickstock@futurenet.co.uk 


Simon's meteoric rise in publishing 
continues as he assumes the helm 
on PC Answers and PC Upgrade. 
We're lucky to have him, you know... 















One of the items listed is “Paper 
that is too thick (more than 105gsm/ 
28lb) which is non-Canon branded 
paper.” So, according to the user 
guide, | can’t use any of my stock 
of 160gsm coloured card, and 
Canon doesn't seem to make 
any. | can understand why 
a printer manufacturer 
specifies its own ink, but 
surely paper is paper? 
Furthermore, if the 
printer will take photo 
paper 270gsm, why not 
ordinary paper that's 
only 160gsm? 

Alan Wilmshurst 


é A 


Even though we often think it’s 
a cynical ploy to get us to spend 
more, proprietary papers and 
inks are the best quality. 


This is an interesting one, Alan. 

Paper, even of the same weight 
(gsm) varies hugely, so while there's 
certainly some truth in the distinctions 
that printer manufacturers make, It's 
also true that they're very committed, 
to the point of being precious, about 
their own brand paper. With regards to 
the weight, the sheet feeder supports 
up to 105gsm, so if you're going to 
use heavier paper you'll need to feed 
it manually. 

We would agree entirely with you 
that theres no good reason why you 
shouldn't be able to use your 160gsm 
card when fed manually. We know 
that the different coating on papers 
will have an effect on how it goes 
through the mechanics of the printer, 
but as the printer supports 2/0gsm 
Canon photo paper, it should take 
160gsm without a problem. 

The issue is that, as it’s clearly 
Stated in the Canon user guide that 
you shouldn't use other papers (non- 
branded, 3rd party, etc.), you're on 
less solid ground should you need 
assistance from the manufacturer if 
things go rather pear-shaped. If 
printing photos or documents where 
the actual reproduction of colour is 
important to you (or your clients), 
then its definitely worth using the 
manufacturers own brand of paper. 
The inks are designed to produce 
colour accurately on this paper, and 
using different paper can affect this 
accuracy significantly, 

And the last thing you want Is a 
malfunctioning printer the manufacturer 
wont touch. PCP 
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WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
pcplushelpdesk @futurenet.co.uk 
Or write to: 
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HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@ futurenet.co.uk 





Paul Grosse explains why hackers would be interested in your 
machine and how you can stop them getting in 


BROADBAND 
A double-edged sword 


Broadband is always on, making the 
world’s largest information resource 
instantly accessible. It’s also nice and 
fast, enabling the lucky user to 
download enormous files in only a 
few seconds. As the hard sell goes: 
“share your pictures and files with 
your friends.” Modern PCs are also 
extremely fast compared to the 
broadband connections they're 
connected to. Typically, a 6(00MHz 
Pentium III will cope with anything a 
750Kbps connection can throw at it 
and, as a result, they're quite a good 
network resource. 

Of course, it works both ways. 
Without a proper appreciation of 
security, people can access your 
computer's file and computational 
resources, sharing your pictures and 
files with anybody who wants them. 
In addition, they can install anything 
on your machine from a web server, 
through mail servers and open 
proxies to FTP servers. After all, it’s 
online all of the time and, while 
you're not using it, the hackers might 
as well if you're going to let them. A 
firewall will stop unsolicited Internet 
traffic and, if you're using a proper 
firewall, it will even stop attacks on 
your machine. 


Zombie servers 

Each time you fetch your email or 
browse the Internet, youre soliciting 
traffic from servers across the planet. 
Most firewalls will let this through 
because It originated on the LAN side 
of the firewall. However, if you have 
vulnerable software, or even insecure 
practices, the firewall will be 
undermined. Script kiddies and hackers 
everywhere are trying to steal your 
bank and credit card details either by 
hacking into your machine or sending 
you spoof emails in phishing (social 
engineering) attacks. It's true that if your 
details have never been put on your 
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Sophos virus analyses 


View viruses by name 
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Antivirus software needs to be kept up to date, but it’s no good if your employees don’t 
have it. This is why some AV vendors let customers’ employees use it at home. 


computer, they can't be hacked from it, 
but even an empty’ computer is still a 
valuable resource because it can be 
turned into a zombie server. Antivirus 
companies reckon that around 50 per 
cent of spam is sent through 
compromised home computers. 


Perimeter security 

Clearly everybody needs at least some 
perimeter security with their Internet 
connection, in the same way that you 
wouldn't buy a house without a front 
door. The firewall is effectively the 
door, and the type of firewall you 
choose depends on whether you think 
several deadbolts are appropriate or if 
you'll be all right with a folded-up 
beermat jammed between the door 
and the frame. 

There are a number of different 
types of firewall for different types of 
Situation. They can be a simple packet 
filter (first generation firewall and 
extremely fast), a circuit level gateway 
or application level gateway (second 
generation firewall that rebuilds the 
traffic and then sends new packets — 
the most secure), or Stateful Multi-Layer 
Inspection (Check Point's SMLI third 


generation firewall). In addition to 
looking at header state information on 
a number of layers, Check Points SMLI 
looks at the data content of packets If 
its told to. If they turn out to be all right, 
it sends them on, so its a more 
thorough packet filter. Today, only one 
layer is checked for state and this is 
where you get the SPI (Stateful Packet 
Inspection) firewalls. 

With regard to position, they can be 
a dedicated appliance (a piece of 
specialist hardware that has only the 
firewall on it), a software firewall (a 
computer in its own right, but it only 
has a firewall running on a hardened 
operating system), or a so-called 
‘personal’ or ‘desktop’ firewall. If you run 
a small business, or are enthusiastic 
about security and have a home 
network, you can deadbolt’ your 
connection with either of the first two 
for only a few hundred pounds (see PC 
Plus 217: HelpDesk Extra). Appliance 
firewalls are fairly simple to configure. 
SME-sized appliances all tend to be 
around the size of a modem and 
SonicWALLs is noted for having the 
easiest interface to use, mainly 
because it's configured using HTTPS on 
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a browser on the LAN, which doesnt 
lock you into any OS). However, for 
many users, where just one machine is 
connected and there is little or no 
security budget, a personal firewall 
may well suffice. 

One thing to consider is the fact 
that, by their very nature, personal 
firewalls will be on a machine that has 
many programs installed. If any of 
these programs interact with the 
Internet, directly or otherwise (such as 
gaming programs), they could create a 
Situation where the firewall is 
compromised, effectively making the 
beer mat soggy. Having said this, any 
firewall is better than no firewall at all, 
so make sure that, as a minimum, 
your XP firewall is up and running. 


Internal defences 
Even with a firewall, if you're ever 
going to use the Internet, you need to 
contact external servers. With a recent 
attack on compromised IIS web servers 
(key loggers were automatically 
installed on Internet banking customers’ 
copies of Internet Explorer) and ever- 
present spam and mail worms all being 
accessed through your firewall, you 
clearly need to have something on the 
inside that can detect and deal with 
any files unwittingly downloaded. 

As most people know, antivirus 
programs can search through all of your 
files and find viruses. They identify 


specific viruses by comparing your files 
with a set of fingerprints. However, 
antivirus programs need to be kept up 
to date, and as new viruses appear at a 
rate of several hundred each month, 
they need to be checked on your 
system. Kaspersky Labs has recently 
announced that its now updating its 
signature files once every hour, while 
Sophos updates them as and when 
theyre written, so you're always as up 
to date and protected from viruses as 
you can be. 

Viruses are not the only thing that 
can infect your machine, as people will 
insist on running scripts. Website 
designers don't help the situation as 
they often design their sites so they'll 
not function properly (or at all in some 
cases) without using scripts. This might 
be all right on a trusted site (assuming 
that it hasn't been hacked) but users 
then go and visit other sites, still 
enabling potentially malicious scripts to 
run. As a result, spyware, and various 
types of zombie server software, are 
installed and run without the user 
knowing. As these will initiate a 
connection from inside the firewall, the 
traffic will be allowed through and, 
before you know it, youre sending out 
MBs of spam all over the planet while 
youre out shopping or in bed, fast 
asleep. Io counter this, some sort of 
SUSPICIOUS activity monitoring is needed 
and this is where the humble desktop 


Looking at the alternatives 


Windows and Linux are not the only PC OSes. If you want real security, look elsewhere 


Linux users are well aware that 
things can be better than Windows, 
but the low-cost hardware world of 
the PC is not limited to these two. 
BSD is available as: OpenBSD, 
NetBSD and FreeBSD. OpenBSD 
comes from 4.4BSD, which is a 
traditional Unix rather than a 
‘System 7’-style OS. Another point 
is that, unlike Microsoft and Apple, 
OpenBSD originates from Canada 
and therefore, like Linux, its 
security capabilities are not 
weakened by US export controls. 
OpenBSD is a complete system 
and installs very quickly, even from 
the Internet. One word of warning, 


though: once it's installed, you're 
left at the command prompt with 
very little to go on. To the 
uninitiated Windows user, this can 
be something of a brown-trousers 
experience so, if you want to learn 
how to do it yourself, I'd suggest 
you get a combined Unix/GNU/ 
Linux book and do the following: 

In the Windows DOS Box, have 
a go at performing some basic 
operations, such as creating (MKDIR) 
and navigating (CD) directories, and 
creating and editing files using a line 
editor (EDIT). Next, get a second- 
hand PC and install SuSE Linux (not 
the personal edition) and familiarise 


EXTRA HELPDESK 


firewall looks good, as it will usually 
monitor individual programs for 
suspicious behaviour, blocking anything 
it doesnt like. 


So... 

Users know they need a good lock on 
their front door because this type of 
security has been drilled into them 
from a very early age. The Internet is 
relatively new, however, and computer 
security is always played down as 
‘intrusive’, or as being ‘anal’. Effective 
security needs to be as much of a 
reflex for users as locking their front 
door is. They need to know and 
appreciate why they dont run scripts 
unquestioned in web browsers, why 
they only send plain text emails, why 
they never read the HTML version of an 
email, why they never open unsolicited 
email attachments and confirm the 
identity of expected email attachments, 
and why they dont transfer files to or 
from home computers using SD or 
other portable storage devices. 

In addition to educating users, small 
business networks need to run 
effective firewalls, stay up to date with 
antivirus signatures and implement 
web content filtering. If you can afford it 
(for medium-sized businesses, how 
can you afford not to?), you need to 
have some sort of suspicious activity 
monitoring — intrusion detection/ 
prevention, and so on. PCP 


yourself with the file system, 
permissions and the way that VI or 
EMACS work, along with CAT, MORE, 
LESS and MAN. Much of the 
command line experience you 
gained from DOS will come in useful. 
Finally, install OpenBSD and work 
your way through it. 

The OpenBSD manual is well 
written. If you want to know 
about VI, just type ‘man 1 vi’. If 
you learn to configure your firewall 
and Apache properly just from a 
remote SSH connection, you'll have 
a very fast, neat and secure web 
server and something worth 
bragging about. E 











Paul Grosse 
paul.grosse @futurenet.co.uk 


Paul started helping people 
with PC problems back in the 
1980s, and programs for 

fun in his spare time. 








FIREWALLS 


A poorly-configured firewall 
can be worse than no firewall 
at all because it leads to 
complacency. The only way of 
determining whether or not 
your firewall is running 
correctly is to test it from the 
Internet side. Penetration 
testing is expensive but if you 
only have one computer, there 
are sites that will perform port 
scans and more extensive 
tests for free (http://scan. 
sygate.com/probe.html), so 
that the home user can see 
things are working the way 
they're expected to. 
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Services such as Sygate’s can 
tell you more about ports you 
thought were closed, or how 
open ones present themselves. 
Clearly, the Linux/SuSE Apache 
web server is not running on the 
same machine as Firefox and XP. 
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OpenBSD puts security first and, 
as a result, has had only one 
remote hole in the default install 
in over eight years. 
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Microsoft is one of many major software 
vendors that will supply a limited amount of 
its products for free or massively discounted 











This month, readers have a good moan about memory standards, 
camera shutters and ink, while we hunt for Richard's tranquilisers 


Something for nothing 
This months free software article was a 
good idea, (PC Plus 221, p112) but in a 
future issue could we have a similar 
article aimed at helping charities with 
finding software that is either free to 
such organisations or reduced? An 
example of this is the Microsoft 
Charitable Foundation. 

This is where a charity can apply for 
any three pieces of Microsoft software 
for free, and a charity can make this 
application once every four years. Most 
charities don't know things like this 
exist and the last time the charity | 
work for applied (Scarborough and 
District Disablement Action Group 
(www.scarboroughdag.org.uk) — 
donations always welcome) we 
received retail versions of Office XP 
and Windows XP 

Other companies than Microsoft 
must run similar schemes? But they 
either do not advertise them or we 
cannot get information on them, 
perhaps PC Plus can get this sort 
of information? 

Robert Newman 


A quick 
call to a number of major 
software companies 
determined that pretty much 
all offer, at least discounted 
products for charity or non- 
profit making organisations. 

Some provide easier 
access than most to such 
information. Adobe has a 
specific microsite (www. 
adobe.co.uk/charity) and 
Filemaker even offer a direct 
telephone number for its 
representative: Naveed 
Ratansi on 01628 534125. 
Other products and services 
that are provided free of 
charge to non-profit making 
organisations can be found 
at the following URLs: 
www.prohelp.org.uk and 
www.professionals4free. 


Microsoft arrogance? 
Recently | broke my Psion 5 MX, which 
had street map software on it. | bought 
an iPAQ and started looking for 
equivalent software. A friend in the USA 
uses Pocket Streets on his iPAQ, and so 
| went to the Microsoft website, and 
found a link to Handango, where | 
could buy a copy. 

After a protracted ordering procedure, 
including a screen for the 
incomprehensible EULA, another screen 
asking incredulously if | really intended 
to agree to the EULA, there was also a 
screen requiring assurances that | did 
not live in Libya or a couple of other 
places. | also had to give several other 
assurances, including that | would not 
use the street map software to 
construct weapons of mass destruction. 
Eventually, | got to the final screen, 
where it said something like “Error D33. 
The software supplier has determined 
that you cannot buy this software in 
your country.” 

What breathtaking arrogance! If 
Microsoft doesn't want to sell the 
software to anyone outside the USA, 
why dont they say so at the 
beginning? Instead of wasting 
peoples time. 

Andrew Armstrong 


I fear that 
your inability to buy Pocket Streets 
from a US website is down to 
Handango’ sales policies rather than 
Microsoft's ‘arrogance’. Handango 
does have a European version of its 
site and also a UK-specific portal. But 
it's also worth noting that the Pocket 
Streets software is included in the 
new AutoRoute 2005 suite, which is 
much more widely available. 


That ranting Richard... 

| agree 100 per cent with Richard's 
article on page 19 in issue 221 (Icon, 
you comprehend). | have paid for 
programs that | cannot activate, thus 
the programs are totally useless 
because | can't use them any more. 


because | changed my ISP: the site has 
closed; the programmer has stopped 
selling and supporting the program; or 
as far as Scansoft is concerned... you 
get three reinstalls and then you have 
to pay for the program again. 

It'S got to the stage where | am fed 
up with all the hassle involved with 
paying for software then activating it. 
Now | email the people concerned with 
any software, asking if the program 
requires activating before | pay for it. If | 
get no reply or are forced to activate it, 
then no sale. 

So, you pay for software. You have 
to go through a process of activating. 
You more often than not, get no 
printed manuals. Tech support is now a 
joke. But if you pirate the software, you 
get no manual, no support and no 
activation codes. Honesty, it seems, 
gets you nowhere. 
lan McMahon 








to non-profit making organisations. Product activation may be inconvenient, but 


org.uk The reasons are: | can't activate don't let it force you into piracy. 
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Memory matters 


| read with interest your comments in the 
latest issue of PC Plus to which | have 
subscribed almost since it’s inception. You talk 
about the compatibility of modern memory, 
and the reduction in component waste this 
creates. As a PC technician and service 
engineer of over ten years, | would agree 
with you — if it were true! The reality is that 
though memory is meant to be standardised 
these days, standards still depend on which 
manufacturers youTe trying to mix and match. 
In your article you mention Corsair memory 
working on all the boards you tried, and 

so it should, but look at the price? Now 

try the same exercise with some other 
memory manufacturers! 

| recently purchased a new system board 
from Jetway. Not the best known brand in 
the world, but ld heard good things about 
this board, and it had all the right features. 

It worked first time with my existing 512MB 
of PC2/00 memory, but | wanted something 
a little faster. The manual stated it supported 
PC3200 DDR400 dual channel memory, 

so | looked around for the best value, 

and eventually ordered a TwinMOS 1GB 
PC3200 dual channel matched pair kit 

from Microland Technology for a quite 
reasonable £120 inc VAT. 

The memory duly arrived and was eagerly 
inserted... After some weeks of failed afforts, | 
was informed by Microland'’s technical 
support that the memory must be 
incompatible with my board, wha..! Aren't 
these supposed to be the standard these 
days? Isn't the whole point of something 
being standard that you can buy without the 
question of compatibility being an issue? 

The memory was returned for a refund, 
and getting that refund is an issue that | have 


Win a fantastic set of Creative peripherals! 


now raised with your campaign team. So, 
compatibility isn't assured unless you can afford 
to buy the top brands at the top prices. Whos to 
blame though? Is it the board manufacturer? | 
doubt it, as they generally all use the same 
small number of chipsets. The memory 
manufacturers then. Looking on the website for 
TwinMOS in hindsight (I know, | should have 
done it before), it states that it's memory is only 
guaranteed to be compatible with a small list of 
boards that have been tested, of which my 
Jetway wasnt one, of course. But if they are 
producing to a standard, surely it should work 
on all boards that support that standard? Pie in 
the sky? Perhaps, but you don't see the same 
thing happening in other industries where they 
have standards, or is it that the PC industry isn't 
like other industries? 

Mike Ball 


Standards 
in the PC industry? Don't get me started... But 
as far as memory is concerned, you're correct. 
I checked with our expert, Neil Mohr, who has 
been testing the latest motherboards for PC 


PC Plus has teamed up with Creative 
Labs to offer the writer of each month’s 
Star Letter a fantastic set of peripherals 
worth £140. 

The winner will receive a Sound 
Blaster Audigy 2 NX USB 2.0 sound 
card. This unique device features 24- 
bit/96KHz playback, and support for 7.1 


surround sound. The generosity doesn’t 
stop there, however. Pen our most 
interesting letter, and you'll also receive 
a superb Creative Webcam NX, which 
boasts resolutions of up to 640x480, 
automatic exposure, and white balance 
control. So what are you waiting for? 
Get writing! 

















If you want greater compatibility you will just have to 
stump up for premium goods. 


Plus this issue. Neil adds: “There are 
standards and then there are ‘real’ standards. 
Generally, companies claim support for 
standards such as PC3200/DDR400 long 
before the actual standard is ratified. Usually 
at this point Intel then offers support and the 
industry settles down around this. 

This, however, means that a great deal of 
companies have products that aren't quite 
truly compatible with the supposed ‘standard’. 

As an example, at the moment many 
memory companies are selling DIMMs classed 
as PC3700/DDR466 and PC4000/DDRS500. It 
sounds official, but it certainly isn't. 

If anybody else is worried about memory 
compatibility, stick to motherboards from ‘Tier 
One’ manufacturers (such as Gigabyte, Abit 
and Asus) as they're far more capable of 
testing and support their boards to a better 
extent and with a wider array of modules. 
Unfortunately, if you want better compatibility 
you just have to pay more for premium goods, 
at least until the ratification process catches 
up with the technology. Possibily not what 
you wanted to hear, | know.” 
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offers the highly detailed Ordnance Survey® 
Landranger® maps in a brilliant and easy-to- 
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Features Editor, Richard Cobbett, 
replies: The simple truth is that every 
dollar wasted, yes wasted, on 
customer-hostile, snake-oil slurping 
‘DRMadness'’ is a dollar that should 
have been spent on improving the 
customer experience. Technical 
support that can actually provide it 
properly, to rolling upgrades rather 
than every last little feature being 
saved for the next full-price release, 
community competitions, plug-in 
systems to expand your program's 
feature set... the list of possibilities is 
endless, but unfortunately almost 
entirely untapped. 

Is piracy a problem? Yes. No 
argument. But the way to beat it isn't 
an insane, never-ending arms race 
against the pirates, nor trying to 
lobotomise sane, rational people into 
caring about a cardboard box and a 
manual that they'll never, ever read. 
Any company executives shivering in 
paranoid fear about what might 
happen without DRM shackles round 
all our wrists may as well just set 
sail for Tortuga for a frosty pint of 
grog, because the pirates they're so 
afraid of really aren't going 
anywhere. Customers are a different 
story. And in the end, they're the only 
ones who matter. 


To get the best results from a 
printer, you often have to 

match the manufacturer's ink 
with its own photo paper. 







Fading to grey 
After Matthew Richards’ 

excellent review in issue 219 | was 
attracted to the Canon i865 to replace 
my troublesome Epson C84 printer. 
Luckily, however, | telephoned Canon to 
ask about the ink that this printer uses. 
Would it fade if exposed to light? They 
admitted that it would and wasnt 
colourfast like Epsons Durabrite ink. 
Canon also added that none of their 
printers used colourfast inks. 

| once printed-off a bunch of photos 
with my Epson C/0 and they all faded 
quickly on my sunny desk even though 
protected by glass. However, a test print 
with Durabrite ink from the C84 did not 
fade at all lying unprotected in direct 
sun all this summer! 

Do you know of any general- 
purpose printer at that price, other than 
the Epson C range that uses colourfast 
and waterproof inks? It's a pity that this 
important feature wasnt included in 
the PC Plus tests, as | often wonder if 
the special Photo Printers have the 
same problems. Perhaps a future issue 
could run a UV test of prints left for a 
week or So? 

Dr George Ware 















Writer, Matthew Richards, replies: As 
you say, Epson's Durabrite inks are 
extremely water-resistant as well as 
being fade-resistant; which are real 
plus points. However, even using 
both normal Epson glossy photo 
paper and Epson's special Durabrite 
photo papers, the actual photo 
quality was very much second best, 
compared with the Canon i865. 

I'm very surprised that Canon told 
you that the i865's inks were not 
fade-resistant. In fact, the i865 is 
unique in that it uses both dye- 
based inks for photo printing, as well 
as a pigment-based black ink for text 
printing (it actually has two black ink 
cartridges installed permanently) 
making it what | believe to be the 
best compromise on the market. 

The colour and photo-black dye- 
based ink tanks used in the i865 are 
from Canon's BCI-6 range, which are 
the same as those used in its top of 
the range i9950, A3 photo printer. In 
conjunction with Canon's own Photo 
Paper Pro photo paper, these inks 
are a marked improvement over the 
older BCI-5 range and enable light- 
fastness for at least 25 years, as 
independently measured by Henry 
Wilhelm of Wilhelm Imaging 
Research, the world’s leading experts 
in this field of testing. 

In the real world, out of some 30 
or so inkjet printers I've reviewed 
over the last couple of years, the 
Canon i865 is the one | actually 
bought, for both general purpose 


As well as protecting 
software for the past fifteen years, 
we have been very busy 
developing security systems for 


other businesses. Our systems can 


be found protecting intellectual 
property, data and software all 
over the world. 


Contact us today, discuss your 
requirements and order a 
Free Developer Kit. 

> ~ 





With Athlon 64 boards 

lagging behind in terms of PCI 
Express support, Intel’s 915P and 
925X chipsets currently provide the 
best future-proofed upgrade. 


and photo printing. I've been 
enormously pleased with its 
reliability and running costs, as well 
as with the survival of framed prints 
I've had on the wall facing a sunny 
window for the last year. No signs 
whatsoever of any fading yet! 


Upgrade potential 

This is my last stop before giving up. 

| want to upgrade my motherboard and 
processor and | was avidly reading and 
re-reading the February 2004 Issue 
(212), trying desperately to decide on 
my next motherboard and chip 
combination when, somewhere 
between Crete and Lincoln, | lost the 
article... If nothing else is possible, can 
you please tell me what the Editors 
Choices were for Athlon, Intel and the 
Athlon 64 chips in 212? 

Wilf Burgess 


Deputy Editor, Dean Evans, replies: 
Youre in luck, as in this issue, we 
have another giant motherboard Lab 
Test, starting on page 68. As for the 
winners of the 212 test, we 
recommended a trio of Gigabyte 
boards — the K8VNXP for Athlon 64s, 
the GA-81875 for LGA478 P4s and the 
GA-7N400 Pro 2 for Athlon XP chips. 
However, motherboard technology 
has evolved significantly over the 
past year and with Intel's LGA775 
boards now dominating, upgrading 
to a PCI Express-equipped PC seems 
the next logical move. 
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reviews. | am particularly interested in 
the subject and have found an 
Olympus Camedia C-40 (4 megapixels) 
is fine for professional work in a 
technical magazine. 

Your reviews were entitled ‘Capturing 
the Moment’ and that, ironically was 
something it failed to discuss. Most 
digital cameras have a unacceptable 
delay between pressing the button and 
capturing the moment’. When things 
are happening you rarely capture the 
particular ‘moment’ you were after. 
Some reviews of the Pentax Optio $40 
Say its fast. But you didnt mention the 
subject at all for any camera reviewed 
in that Lab Test. 

Timothy Treffry 
Editor, Horological Journal 


Reviews Editor, Russell James, 
replies: It's a slight misconception 
that modern digital cameras suffer 
from extended shutter lag. 

Admittedly, if you simply ‘point 
and shoot’, you find that on many 
models there is a slight delay 
between pressing the button and 
actually capturing the shot. However, 
this is caused by the camera taking 
time to focus. You can avoid this 
problem by pressing lightly on the 
shutter button and allowing the 
camera to focus before actually 
taking the picture. PCP 


















TOMORROW, SO TLL] 
GIVE YOU MY FILES | 
IN CASE YOU NEED 
TO MAKE CHANGES. 


All cheaper cameras, like the 
S40, suffer from a certain 
degree of ‘shutter lag’, but this 
is eliminated if you buy a more 
expensive digital SLR. 
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4 INTERMEDIATE 
A basic grasp of web 
authoring will be of 
benefit 


A text editor and a 
collection of web 
browsers for testing 


On this month's 
SuperDisc, you'll find 
a range of browsers, 


including Mozilla 1.73, 


Mozilla Firefox 1, 
Netscape 71 and 
Opera 754 


DHTML 


Part Two 


The drop-down 
menu 








The drop-down menu has become a standard OS feature, 
presenting a universal method of navigation, says Chris Schmidt 


t's hardly a coincidence that the drop-down menu 
Oo was among the first of the more dynamic 

navigation methods devised by early web 
authors. The concept is largely influenced by the standard 
Operating System GUI and has become a common feature 
that virtually any computer user, regardless of their 
platform, can identify. However, dHTML takes the basic 
Javascript concept and enhances it with CSS to make a 
much more attractive option, as you'll soon discover. 





El The code You'll find an example page (index.htm) on 
your cover disc, along with the required findDOMs file that 
determines the type of Document Object Model a viewers 
browser is using. It'S essential both files are copied to your 
system and contained within the same directory if the menu 
is to work, as the web page references the file within the 
opening lines. But, as we discussed the purpose of the 
findDOM js file last month, we'll continue to check the code 
that constitutes the index.htm file to see exactly how the 
menu is created and what you might need to change to 
personalise the menu to suit your particular requirements. 


Ei Variables and functions The code opens by listing 
and initialising a range of variables that the page will come 
to rely on. Many of the variables can be left as they are, 
though changes may be made to the menulop and 
menuLeft entries that record the appropriate edge positions 
for the menu. Similarly, the [Delay option states how long the 
menu should wait before closing after the mouse has 
moved away; the higher the number, the longer the delay. 


function popMenu (menuNum) {...} 


The first function closes any other open menus before 
calculating the left edge and bottom edge of the menu 
header, placing the appropriate drop-down menu in position 


a The drop-down menu - Microsoft Internet Expla 


View Favorites Tools Help ; Add 
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earumque suavitatibus metas praefigeret, ut usque ad coni 


We're not going to win any design awards with this particular 
effort, but you'll be able to customise the design easily enough 
to suit your site’s overall theme. 
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before making it visible. The second delayHide() function 
hides the visible menu after a slight delay based on the size 
of the IDelay, stated as part of the opening variables. 

Many of these variables and functions wont need much 
modification as they run fairly routine tasks. A little 
understanding of how some additional variables work 

will help if further modification is needed. 

For example, t records whether the menu Is waiting to 
close (1), or not, (2), and the [Count variable is closely linked 
to the IDelay to record how long the menu has waited before 
closing, eg if ICount=IDelay then the menu closes. 


E A touch of style After the Javascript has been 
established, the code moves into the CSS attributes on which 
the effect is rendered. The regular body selector and the 
subsequent pseudo classes for the links should be familiar 
to anyone with a basic grasp of CSS, and enable the most 
obvious methods of changing the general appearance of the 
navigation. However, there are various class and ID selectors 
that may need explaining. 

The .menuStylet..} section creates an overall class style for 
the menus that defines the appearance of both the menus 
and headers. This is followed by related ID selectors, such as 
#menuheadlit..}. These determine that the menu heads be 
positioned relatively, while the various #menult...} options 
define the individual menus that require absolute positioning. 

With this in mind, we can make some quick and easy 
changes to the appearance of our navigation menu by 
adjusting simple variables. For example, if you decide the 
background colour for the page should be black, it's a 
simple modification within the body selector through the 
background-color attribute, eg changing the hex code from 
#FFF to #000. But such a change will have consequences on 
the legibility of the text, which will also need adapting. In 
which case, you'll need to change the color attribute (within 
the Body selector) to a contrasting colour. 

General changes to the appearance of the menu bar itself 
can be found within the .menuStylet...} class. Again, most of 
the attributes are self-explanatory if youre new to CSS. The 
padding and border elements provide spacing and outline 
aspects to the visual nature of the menu. However, you'll 
need to remember that the majority of text contained within 
the navigation is in the form of links, so any changes here 
will need to be applied to the link pseudo classes. 

Another point worth mentioning for those not overly 
familiar with CSS is that if you choose to change the 
background colour of the navigation bar and the menus, 
you'll need to make changes to the background-color 
attributes within both the .menuStyle class and the 
#menuHead ID. 


E Body code The final component of the navigation is the 
code that actually embeds the feature within the visible 
page. So far, we've looked at how the drop-down is coded 
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through Javascript and rendered through Cascading Style 
Sheets, so an understanding of how such a feature is 
contained within the body of our HIML code will enable us 
to make changes to its positioning. 


<div id="menuHead” class="menuStyle”> 


The opening code within the body of the page creates a 
CSS layer for the opening menu headers that are displayed 
on the page when no mouse interaction occurs. If you 
refer back to the CSS content and preview the page 
through the browser, you'll have some idea of how this 
command links the .menuStyle class links with the 
#menuHead ID. 


<a id="menuHead1” class="menuLink” href="#.htm” 
onMouseOut="t = 1; delayHide()” 
onMouseOver="popMenu (1)”>Menu 1</a> 


Each of the menu links contained within the opening DIV 
tags determine the various attributes that prompt the 
dynamic behaviour of the navigation, such as the individual 
example shown above. In other words, the menu header 
links trigger the popMenu() function onMouseOver, which, 
in turn, triggers the delayHide() function onMouseOut — 
the ever-reliable domino effect. You can see with the 
above example, for the first link, that a mouse rollover 
action will prompt the popMenu function passing on the 
appropriate variable that triggers the appropriate menu. 
This is further identified within the body code with the 
DIV tag id: 


<div id="menul” class="menuStyle”> 


which contains the hidden nested links. Each of these has 
the relevant code to provide the amount of necessary 


Keep it simple 


With a drop-down menu, even the largest sites become more accessible 
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Chris Schmidt 


chris @track5.co.uk 


Chris earned his web apprenticeship 
hand-coding HTML before getting 
more involved with graphics with 
the arrival of the Mosaic browser 
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As most of the design and 
positioning aspects of the 
drop-down menu are provided 
through Cascading Style 
Sheets, we'd encourage you to 
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al music experience from Micros 


The Microsoft site was one of the first to take advantage of the 
drop-down menu method, though early versions would only 
work with Internet Explorer. 


information to keep the drop-down visible, as long as 
theres some kind of mouse interaction detected. 


E Put into practice You should now have a grasp of 
how to modify the code to suit your site design, but you'll 
undoubtedly want to shuffle the position of the code to 
better match your page layout or accommodate a header 
logo. To do this, you'll need to turn to the CSS pages and 
make the necessary adjustments to the top and left 
attributes for the *menuHead ID. This is measured in 
pixels, so you should be able to work out the most 
appropriate dimensions depending on the dimensions of 
any Imagery previously displayed. And you may also need 
to change the margin-top properties within the #content 
ID, too, to compensate for the positioning of the main 
body text. With a little trial and error, you'll soon adapt the 
menu to suit your particular page layout. PCP 


We continue our series, 
looking at more dynamic 
methods of site navigation 
by looking at the sliding 
navigation bar. 





As websites become larger and 

more complex beasts, there's a definite 
trend towards such compact forms of 
navigation as the drop-down menu. 
Using this method, it becomes 
possible to divide the site structure 
into key areas that can be instantly 
drilled through using the expanded 
menus. And the drop-down menu is 
by far the most universally recognised 
method of navigation due to its close 
relationship with the typical OS 
graphical user interface. 

The typical web viewer will spend an 
incredibly short amount of time actually 
browsing through pages, and if the 
relevant content isn't discovered straight 


away, you risk losing your audience. 
With the drop-down menu, you can 
provide a summarised structure of your 
site that won't hide the core content 

of a page, while still enabling users to 
click through to more specific pages. 
This, theoretically, makes any page 
within your site accessible within just 

a couple of clicks. 

If you prefer, you can turn the menus 
on their side (have the menu headers 
run down the page instead of across) by 
placing the drop-down menus on the 
right-top as opposed to the bottom-left 
with just a small adjustment to the 
code. And, similarly, if you want to make 
the performance of the navigation more 


in keeping with the regular OS GUI, you 
may choose to prompt the drop-down 
through a mouse click action rather than 
a mouseover. This, too, can be achieved 
by logically changing the onMouseOver 
action to onClick for example. 

The fact remains that a site's 
navigation is a tool that enables users 
to access site content quickly and easily, 
and the drop-down method is an ideal 
way of achieving just that. It reduces 
screen clutter, provides a clear overview 
of how a site is structured and takes up 
much less screen space than would be 
necessary if each and every page had to 
be visible through the more traditional 
static HTML navigation bar. E 





laper! 


The biggest sites can be made 
accessible using the extended 
navigation options available 

through the drop-down menu. 
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This series 


EBAY SHOPS 


Introduction to 
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3 BEGINNER 
Knowledge of the eBay 
website structure would 
be useful 


An eBay account with at 
least 10 positive feedback 
points 





Move beyond simple auctions with a permanent piece of eBay real 
estate. Elspeth Knight shows you how to get open for business 


n addition to the more famous auctions, eBay shops 
O are an increasingly popular development on the 

eBay.co.uk website. While auctions handle individual 
products, an eBay shop acts as your own mini-site within 
the safety of eBay. It's part of the eBay whole (so people will 
find you when they search eBay), but you get your own web 
address, and many more features for handling the products 
and services you want to sell. 

Creating an eBay shop means that people can search 
just your inventory, which you can split up into categories or 
groupings of products. This is particularly handy if you are a 
specialist, giving you the chance to really reflect the interests 
of your market. Shops have really taken off — they can be 
reached from the main eBay home page and are now being 
used by sellers who want to list lots of items, through to 
companies like Hewlett Packard and Vodaphone who use 
them to sell a wide range of new, out of season and 
reconditioned kit on eBay. 

Building your own eBay Shop is extremely easy. 
Knowledge of selling products on eBay is more important 
than technical skills, and you'll have a chance to acquire that 
while picking up the 10 positive feedback points that you will 
need to open a shop. The big question is what you plan to 
sell in it once you do. Theres not much point unless youre 
regularly listing at least 10 items a month. 





El Getting started Head for www.eBay.co.uk and, once 
you have registered your credit card with the site and built up 
your feedback, you'll be ready to start. It's worth looking at 
other people selling similar products to you. As well as being 
good business sense to check out the competition, it will 
also give you some Idea of what can be achieved with a 
little creative customisation. 

When ready to begin, head to http://stores.ebay.co.uk 
and select the ‘Open an eBay Shop’ tab at the top-right of 
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You'll find some famous faces in eBay shops, like Creative who 
sell new and out of season stock. You can sell things to eBay 
users even if you already have a store elsewhere on the web. 
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the ‘Shops’ homepage. Clicking on this will take you through 
all the usual terms and conditions and user agreements. 
Once you have accepted these (after thoroughly reading 
them, of course), it's time to get going. 


B Basic set-up The sign-up steps are straightforward 
enough. You'll have to choose a name for your store — 
ideally something snappy, but relevant; write a description of 
what you plan to sell, and choose a logo to appear in the 
main header frame. The shop design interface is based on a 
Straightforward template-driven system. You have to start by 
picking and choosing from the pre-designed templates, but 
you can customise them to your satisfaction later on. 

There is a fee to pay for running an eBay shop and this 
will be charged on a monthly basis. If you are just starting 
out, you'll likely want the basic shop - £6 per month. If 
youre listing more than ten items a month, you might want 
to think about upgrading to ‘Featured Shop’ status. The 
featured shops are listed on the category pages and given 
more prominence in the eBay Shops section, and priced at 
£30 a month. 

When you write your shop description, you should 
include the key words that users might search, as these will 
be picked up in search engine (such as Google and Yahoo!) 
results. That will allow users to find your eBay shop direct 
from all over the world. If youre selling computer equipment, 
for instance, key words for this might be ‘Sony’ or Apple’. 


E Customising and cross-merchandising Two of the 
most Important elements of your eBay shop are the 
categories you list items in, and the ability to cross-market 
from one Item auction to another. 

The categories that you create should make it 
Straightforward for shoppers to find their way to your items. 
Think of them as the aisles and shelves of your store, on 
which you can organise and display to buyers. The 
categories are crucial, So spend time working out how best 
to set them up, such as brand, type of item, or even price 
level. For example, if your shop primarily sells cameras and 
accessories, you could have categories such as ‘Digital 
Cameras’, ‘Nikon’ or ‘Professional’. Alternatively, you could use 
your categories as a promotional tool, offering ‘50% Off’ or 
‘Featured Items’. 

You'll also be given the opportunity to display 
complementary Items to any prospective buyers. When 
selling a laptop, it might be worthwhile to list alternative 
cases and peripherals. Equally, if you are selling games or 
DVDs, you might list other titles from your collection that 
buyers might be interested in. 


O Using listing tools If you have items that are 
permanently in stock, you can set up listings that stay in 
your shop for cycles of 30 days for a single fee — called a 
‘Shops Inventory Listing’. This makes it possible for users to 
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click ‘Buy It Now’ buttons next to your items to purchase 
them straight away from your shop, instead of having to 
worry about auctions or pricing. Setting up your ‘Shops 
Inventory Listing’ is one the options when listing all your 
product items you intend to sell. 

When listing an item, you can also use ‘Good ‘Til 
Cancelled’ or ‘GTC listings to manage your products 
effectively. These listings automatically renew every 30 days 
until you cancel them. This means that you can keep sales 
for items running more-or-less permanently, rather than 
using the one-, three-, five-, seven- or 10-day listing 
processes used across the rest of the eBay site. 

IF you want to sell using the classic auction format, many 
sellers find that if they start their item at a low price with no 
reserve, like 99p, it encourages a greater number of buyers. 
If there is a minimum you are prepared to sell your item for, 


Tips for listings 





EBAY SHOPS 


Poor spelling can be a ‘store killer’. (On the 
other hand, it can be a way of finding a real 
bargain for a lucky buyer...) 


especially on a regular basis, you should 
consider using a higher starting price. 

Alternatively, if your item is valued 
over £50, consider using a reserve price to 
prevent anyone getting too good a 
bargain. Be careful, however, as there is a 
£50 reserve price limit when selling on 
eBay. Over the years, its become clear 
that reserve prices can potentially put off 
prospective buyers, as they dont believe it 
gives them a chance of winning the item. 
It really is best to save this feature for 
higher-value items, and stick with starting 
prices or ‘Buy It Now’ buttons for most 
other sales. 


i Using eBay Shops traffic reporting Once you are 
up and running, and the sales are pouring in, you'll find that 
your shops reporting tool will become a vital source of 
information. It will provide very effective, real-time 
information about how buyers are finding your products and 
what visitors are searching for. Particular areas you should 
pay attention to are the search engine (both eBay search 
and the independent search engines) keywords that people 
are typing in to finding you. This should influence the way 
you list items, adding more emphasis to popular search 
terms and categories. You can also research return visitors to 
understand how buyers are browsing your store with a full 
path analysis. This looks at how people move through the 
shop. All the reporting will be vital to understanding how 
effectively your cross-merchandising is working. PCP 


It’s important to have products to sell, but they'll sit idle if you don't know how to display them 


Getting your product listings right is the 
key to attracting buyers. There are some 
straightforward steps to writing the best 
listings. The easy to follow ‘Sell Your 
Item Form’ guides you through the steps 
to a successful item listing. But the way 
you list can make all the difference. 
Every listing has a title, because 
this is what many buyers search on. 
Imagine that you're the buyer — what 
information would you type in to find 
your item? You only have a limited 
number of characters, so make sure you 
include all of the relevant key words 
such as ‘make’, ‘colour’, ‘size’, ‘new’, 
‘history’. Avoid using words that don't 
describe the product or narrow the 


search for a prospective buyer, such as 
‘wow’ or ‘fantastic’. 

In order to make your description 
more visually interesting, use the HTML 
editor to add formatting like bold, bullet 
points and colours. Alternatively, if 
you're comfortable with HTML, you can 
add your own touches to create a 
distinct identity for both you and your 
shop listing. 

Make sure that your description 
provides buyers with all of the 
information they need. Include 
information such as brand, age, product 
condition and be honest - don't 
withhold information that may lead to 
misunderstandings later. Some buyers 


also like to know the 
reason for the sale, so if 
there is a story or history 
behind the item, include 
that here. Needless to say, 
this is more important for 
individual auctions rather 
than full shops. 

Finally, you can list 
items for 1, 3, 5, 7 or 10 
days. Listing items so that 
the sale runs over a 
weekend, and thus 
capturing Saturday and 
Sunday shoppers, should 
be a consideration when deciding how 
long to keep a sale running. E 
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Marketing on eBay involves 
rather more than simply 
throwing your products onto a 
page and waiting for people to 
buy them. Spend time deciding 
which keywords are going to 
draw people to your page, and 
continue updating them 
according to how successfully 
they do. It's always worth 
checking the competition by 
entering your biggest draws. 
Above all else — and you'd 
think it'd be obvious, but no — 
make sure that you spell your 
terms correctly. Beyond the 
need to look professional, 
nobody's going to find your 
store if you don't. 


Making more of the eBay tools 
on offer: a guide to selling 
more stock, without breaking 
the bank. 
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‘Featured Shops’ gain more 
visibility on the main eBay 
menu, for an extra cost. 
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Part One 


Connecting with 


Bluetooth 
HRS MINS 
INTERMEDIATE 


Some experience is 
helpful but not essential 


A working Linux 
distribution, Bluetooth 
hardware, Bluetooth- 
enabled phone or PDA 


e've discussed networking with Linux many 
wW) times over the last couple of years, but usually 

the traditional wired variety. More and more, the 
world is moving away from cumbersome CAT cables and 
towards the wonderfully clutter-free wireless type of 
networking. Over the next three issues, we'll look at 
implementing wireless networking within Linux, 
beginning this month with the short-range standard 
favoured by mobile devices, such as laptops, PDAs and 
mobile phones — Bluetooth. 





Once its properly set up, wireless networking Is a truly 
impressive sight to behold. Where once our machines were 
physically linked with yards of cumbersome cabling prone to 
faults, they can now be in permanent communication with 
each other using nothing more than simple radio waves. 
Over this and the next two issues, we'll look at ways to go 
wireless with your Linux box, and we'll begin with a simple 
Standard designed to be easy to set up and use. 

Bluetooth was originally designed to be a short-range 
low-speed wireless communication protocol that could be 
easily implemented by small devices. Bluetooth chipsets are 
small and have a very low power requirement compared to 
high-end wireless standards — around a milliwatt — and, as 
such, the design is perfect for small portable devices like 
handheld PDAs and mobile phones, and power-critical 
devices like laptops. It has obvious disadvantages, not least 
the tiny operating range compared to other standards. 
Typically, most Bluetooth chipsets have a range of about 10m 
— usually enough for communication around the house, but 
not much else. Some Bluetooth devices do exist that purport 
to have a higher range — up to 100m, in theory — but we've 
never achieved anything like that range. Essentially, a 
Bluetooth network will always be restricted by the device 
with the shortest range. 


© Bluetooth’ 
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Take a look at the device list on the official Bluetooth website 
and you'll be amazed. Bluetooth microwave ovens, anyone? 
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BlueZ has evolved from a proprietary solution to the officially 
supported Bluetooth stack for the Linux operating systems. 


Bluetooth transceivers So, what use is Bluetooth, 
whether you use Linux or not? lts actually very useful if your 
networking requirements are low, and even more so if you 
already have devices that support the protocol (as expensive 
PDAs and mobile phones already do). Some printers, such as 
the Epson Stylus Photo R300, can also be fitted with optional 
Bluetooth modules for true wireless printing from anywhere 
in the house. 

Depending on how mature your Linux installation is, your 
kernel may well have full Bluetooth support already, but we'll 
come to this later. First, you'll need some Bluetooth hardware 
for your desktop or laptop PC. Many high-end laptops come 
with Bluetooth modules built into the motherboard — the 
transceivers are tiny, consume little power, and are easier to 
integrate into a laptop than older IR modules. Picking up a 
separate module is neither difficult nor expensive, which is 
another advantage of Bluetooth. While Bluetooth transceivers 
come in all shapes and sizes, including internal PCI cards, the 
least troublesome way to integrate one into your system Is to 
use a USB solution. These tiny modules can be picked up 
from any PC shop for less than £40, and many budget 
models are much cheaper than this. Before you buy, check to 
see that Linux can communicate with your chosen module 
by reading the hardware compatibility list written by Marcel 
Holtmann at www.holtmann.org/linux/bluetooth/devices. 
html. Since most devices use a revision of one of the most 
popular chipsets, support shouldnt be a problem unless you 
have a very obscure adaptor indeed. 

All kernel revisions of Linux from 24.21 onwards have 
Bluetooth support compiled directly in. If your kernel is more 
recent than this, most of the difficult work is already done for 
you (and if it isn't, you should really think about an update). 
Recent distributions from Red Hat, Debian, SUSE and Mandrake 
all support Bluetooth. 


Sing the BlueZ The Linux Bluetooth module is called 
BlueZ. It was originally developed by and for Qualcomm Inc, 
but is now a full open source project. BlueZ has been adopted 
as the official Linux Bluetooth stack, so you can use it safe in 
the knowledge that it's been tested to destruction and back. 
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that any devices scanning for a Bluetooth connection will 
see the device as working, but still wont be able to 
connect to it without your express permission. The second 
mode is usually switched to once you've established 


BlueZ 
www.bluez.org 
The home site for BlueZ, the 


NOSS  Haloachied = 
Pim liy linlenghei : 


Mobile phone companies were the prime movers behind the 
Bluetooth specification, and phones like Nokia’s N-Gage can 
communicate wirelessly with your PC. 


To begin, we'll look at connecting a Bluetooth-enabled 


mobile phone to your Linux box. The first thing you need to 


do is activate Bluetooth on your phone, and how you do 
this will depend on the model you have. For Symbian 
Series 60 devices from Nokia (such as the 3650, 7650 and 
N-Gage), this is simple: check the Connections section in 
the phones menu. The procedure will vary with other 
models, so check your manual. If this is the first time 
you've used Bluetooth on your phone, you'll have to 
provide the device with a unique name, so that it can be 





Bluetooth connections between all of your devices, as it 
means casual sniffers passing by can't even tell you have 
any Bluetooth devices on. For now, make your phone 
discoverable. Open a terminal or console, and type the 
command: 


hcitool scan 


This scans your local environment for Bluetooth devices 
and reports the results back to you. In a typical situation, 
you should see both the BlueZ-supported module 
displayed on your PC and whichever phone you have in 
the immediate vicinity, with an output that looks similar 
to the following: 


Scanning ... 
00:60:57:62:68:67 Nokia3650 
00:80:98:24:F1:B7 BlueZ (1) 


Effectively, that’s all the hard work done and dusted! Your 
phone and Linux PC can now talk to one other at a basic 
and fundamental level, but you can't actually make much 
use of this wireless conduit without some additional 
software. The most basic functions you'll want to perform 
are synchronising your phones contact database with your 


easily identified on the network. 


You'll also have to make sure your phone is what's 
known as discoverable’. Bluetooth devices can operate in 
two modes: discoverable and invisible. The former means 


PC and transferring files such as images, ringtones and MP3 


Fun with Bluetooth 


How to utilise Salling Clicker to take control of your social life... 


If you have any experience of using the 
Apple Mac platform and the Unix-based 
OS X, you'll know how beautifully 
integrated Bluetooth support is. As well 
as being able to natively synchronise 
your contact data with your phone or 
PDA without any extra software, there 
are some rather quirky applications 
available to you. 

One in particular is called Salling 
Clicker — a small application that may 
not seem much use at first, until you 
play with it and you realise how funky it 
actually is. You see, the Mac has a 
wonderful music player application 
called iTunes (it’s also available for 
Windows but not Linux). Salling Clicker 
gives your Nokia or Sony Ericsson 
phone the ability to control iTunes 
remotely over the Bluetooth link. You 


can select tracks and playlists, stop and 
start the music and even turn the 
volume up and down from your 
armchair with your Bluetooth phone. 
Silly, but great fun. 

So what does this have to do with 
Linux? Like all good ideas, Salling Clicker 
has been cloned for other operating 
systems, and Linux is no exception to 
this rule. The program in question is 
called Bemused and is available from 
bemused.sourceforge.net. 

This facility works with phones that 
use the Series 60 or UIQ operating 
system, which includes the Nokia 3650, 
7650 and N-Gage, as well as Sony 
Ericsson's P800 smartphone. Bemused 
works as an interface between your 
phone and the superb media player 
Winamp under Windows, and xmms 


files back and forth. To do this, you'll need something called 
Open OBEX, the OBject EXchange protocol. We'll be looking 
at installing and using Open OBEX next month. PCP 


under Linux. You can control xmms 
completely wirelessly, including 
changing tracks and browsing your 
complete music collection. It's excellent, 
and guaranteed to impress fellow 
technology geeks when you throw a 
party and control the music from your 
jeans back pocket. 

To use Bemused, you'll need to 
download two things. Firstly, there's the 
Bemused server package for Linux. 
You'll also need the right executable 
package for your phone: the Series 60 
package for Nokia phones and the UIQ 
for the P800. Install the package on 
your phone as you would any software, 
then extract the Linux server and run 
the ‘make’ application to compile it, 
then follow the simple instructions from 
the website guide. Happy playing! E 


official Linux Bluetooth 
protocol stack, now built 
directly into modern revisions 
of the Linux kernel. 


Bluetooth kernel patches 
www.holtmann.org/linux/ 
kernel 

Got an older kernel? Check 
here for the patches you'll 
need to apply to enable 
support for Bluetooth 
communication. 


Massive Bluetooth Links 
www.holtmann.org/linux/ 
bluetooth/ 

This houses links to a 
mammoth range of sites and 
pages devoted to using 
Bluetooth with Linux. 


We look at installing 
andutilising Open OBEX to 
transfer files. 
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These two screens show both 
the Linux Bemused server and 
the Series 60 application 
running on a Nokia phone. 
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5 INTERMEDIATE 
Basic knowledge of email 
administration is advised 


A Linux system 
with Perl 


ADVANCED LINUX 


Part Two 


Advanced 
SpamAssassin 


This month, David Coulson delves into advanced email filtering 
techniques using Qmail and SpamAssassin 


ighting off spam with SpamAssassin makes your 

job as a system administrator considerably 

easier, but there are many ways to improve its 
power. This month, we'll be looking into the qmail- 
scanner, which helps deal with your e-mail queues 
regardless of how much ham and spam they happen to 
be carrying. 


A Install and patch Running SpamAssassin for everyone 
requires the application to be installed in the usual fashion, 
although the use of spamc and spamd is certainly 
recommended to reduce the CPU utilization on the system. 
Lots of process forking and configuration file parsing Is a 
great way to beat the death out of a mail server, although 
one should remember to restart spamd every time changes 
are made to the global configuration of the system. 

Qmail supports the execution of an external queue 
process, rather than qmail-queue, using the QMAILQUEUE 
patch available from http://www.qmail.org/qmailqueue- 
patch. Many distributions, including Debian, distribute Qmail 
sources with this patch already included, so there is no need 
to manually apply the changes. The patch itself is very 
simple, and only requires a few changes to be made to the 
qmail-send.c file. 


A Scanning scripts Omail-scanner is executed when 
qmail-smtpd finishes accepting the message, although the 
qmail-scanner script can reject the message at the SMTP 
layer without having to run the message through all of the 
internal Qmail processes. 

You can download qmail-scanner from http://qmail- 
scanner.sourceforge.net, a very simple Perl script calling 
external filtering processes, including SpamAssassin. The 
configuration script for qmail-scanner searches the local 
system for the appropriate filters, and builds the appropriate 
Perl script. Very little manual configuration of the script is 
required, as it will use spamc over SpamAssassin, If spamc is 
installed on the system. When Qmail-scanner refers to 


HH 
# Required Packages 
HH 
## Onail-1, 63 
# Bruce Guenter’ s QNMAILQUEVE patch <URL: http: uuu, grail, org/qnai lqueve-patch> 
## Perl nodule Tine::HiRes and DBF ile 
5o-f ar 
scanner for Linus 
or Linux 
anner for Linux 
nner for Linus 
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qmail-scanner is a very simple Perl script, although it does make 
life far more organised when it comes to filtering messages. To 
test it simply send an email through the local Qmail system. 
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Spamc It calls it ‘fast_spamassassin’, while standard 
SpamAssassin is referred to as ‘spamassassin: 


# Array of virus that we don’t want to inform 
the sender of. 

my @silent viruses array=(‘klez’,’bugbear’,’ 
hybris’,’yaha’,’braid’,’nimda’,’tanatos’ ,’ 
sobig’,’winevar’,’palyh’,’fizzer’,’gibe’,’cailo 
nt’,’lovelorn’,’swen’,’dumaru’,’ sober’, ’hawawi’ 
, holar-i’,’mimail’,’poffer’,’bagle’ ,’worm. 
galil’,’mydoom’ ,’worm.sco’,’tanx’,’novarg’ ,’@mm 
"); 

#Array of virus scanners used must point to 
subroutines 

my @scanner array=(“clamdscan _ 

scanner” ,”fprot scanner” ,” spamassassin”); 
#Addresses that should be alerted of any 
quarantined Email 

my SNOTIFY ADDRS=’psender,nmlvadm’ ; 


Ø Configuration qmail-scanner To enable the use of 
qmail-scanner, we need to modify our tcp.smtp configuration 
file to assign the appropriate value to the QMAILQUEUE 
variable so that mail on the outside is delivered through 
qmail-scanner, instead of through qmail-queue. 

A typical tcp.smtp configuration with qmail-scanner 
support would look something similar to the following: 


127.0.0.1:allow, RELAYCLIENT="” 
192.168.:allow, RELAYCLIENT="" 
172.16.:allow, RELAYCLIENT="" 

:allow, QMAILQUEUE=” /var/qmail/bin/qmail- 


scanner -queue.pl” 


Rebuilding the cdb file can be done using either tcprules, or 
by using the ‘/etc/init.d/qmail cdb’ command under Debian, 
but non-Debian users can do the following: 


# cd /etc 
# tcprules tcp.smtp.cdb tcp.smtp.tmp < tcp.smtp 


In each case, the ‘tcpserver’ process (which handles qmail- 
smtpd) needs to be restarted, so that the new rules for SMTP 
can be reloaded. 


Testing qmail-scanner We can test qmail-scanner 
by sending an email through the local Qmail system, 
which should add a line to the headers looking something 
like the following: 


Received: from 1199824012@bounces.spamcop.net 

by mx4 by uid 64011 with qmail-scanner-1.22 
(clamdscan: 0.70. f-prot: 4.4.1/3.14.11. 
Clear:RC:0 (64.74.133.250):. 
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SpamAssassin is a mature spam filtering solution, however 
version 3 adds many features all users will find benefical. 


Processed in 0.070211 secs); 21 Aug 2004 
01:35:11 -0000 


Remember that the message must be injected through SMTP 
rather than through a local qmail-inject process, otherwise it 
will never hit the qmail-scanner process. 


Customise your rulesets SpamAssassin can be 
customised with extended rulesets, such as performing 
network lookups using Razor, Pyzor, or DCC. Each of these 
require an external process to perform the check, which can 
be installed using a package from your distribution. Debian 
has packages for all of them except for DCC, which needs to 
be compiled manually using the source code from www. 
rhyolite.com/anti-spam/dcc/. DCC takes a little 
encouragement to make it work properly, and information on 
firewall configuration can be found at http://wiki.apache. 
org/spamassassin/UsingDcc. The appropriate SpamAssassin 
configuration to use the external processes with it is: 


skip rbl checks 0 
use razor2 1 
use dcc 1 
use pyzor 1 


dcc path /usr/local/bin/dccproc 


Razor needs to have a database built prior to SpamAssassin 
being able to use it, however this needs to be done as the 
executing user. qmail-scanner runs as the ‘qscand’ user, so 
we need to build a home directory for them, then set-up 
SpamAssassin and Razor for the user account. 


mkdir /home/qscand 
chown qscand.qscand /home/qscand 
su - qscand 


Spamassassin --lint 


UU + HF + 


razor-admin -create 


SURBL lookups Including SURBL lookups within 
SpamAssassin massively improves the filtering rate and 
reduces the need to include additional rules to block spam, 
which may impact CPU time or eat up memory. SURBL is a 


database containing domains used within spam messages, 
so they can be blocked with a simple DNS lookup. There are 
presently four different databases, which can be used 
through SURBL, using a variety of sources for collection of 
domain names. 

SpamAssassin 3.0.0 supports SURBL out of the box, 
however, 2.64 and earlier need the SoamCopURI patch to 
perform SURBL lookups. SpamCopURI can be downloaded 
from http://sourceforge.net/projects/spamcopuri/, 
although it needs to be built by hand and installed along 
side the existing SpamAssassin configuration. 

Once its built and installed, we can add the appropriate 
rules to our SpamAssassin configuration to enable the 
SURBL lookups. Tuning the scores is as important with 
SURBL as with any SpamAssassin rules, although on the 
most part, its reasonable to score SURBL lookups highly as 
the level of false positives within the database Is usually 
low. Of course, SURBL is not the final say in spam filtering 
and supplements the existing rules. This is written in the 
following format: 


uri AB URI RBL eval:check spamcop uri_ 
rbl (`ʻ`ab.surbl.org’,’127.0.0.2') 

describe AB URI RBL URI domain appears in 
AbuseButler 

AB URI_RBL net 

AB URI_RBL 4.0 


spamcop uri resolve open redirects 1 


tflags 
score 
open redirect list spamcop uri snurl.com 
*.snurl.com 
open redirect list spamcop uri xurl.us 
Advanced blacklists There are numerous DNS-based 
blacklists, not included within the standard SpamAssassin 
rulesets, which we can enable to block messages from open 
relays and systems running unsecured proxy servers. 
Blars is a comprehensive blacklist which can be setup 
with the following rules: 


header RCVD_IN BLARS eval: 
check rbl(“biars’, “block: bliars.org.*) 
describe RCVD IN BLARS BLARS: 


in Blacklist / Blocklist block.blars.org 


score RCVD_ IN BLARS 0.1 
tflags RCVD_IN BLARS net 
header RCVD_IN BLARS SPAM eval: 
check rbl sub(‘blars’, ‘1’) 

describe RCVD IN BLARS SPAM BLARS: 


Spam sending domain in Blacklist / Blocklist 


block.blars.org 


score RCVD IN BLARS SPAM 0.1 
tflags RCVD_IN BLARS SPAM net 
header RCVD IN BLARS MULTI eval: 
check rbl sub(‘blars’, ‘2’) 
describe RCVD_IN BLARS MULTI BLARS: 


Multi-hop relay in Blacklist / Blocklist block. 
blars.org 


Of course, the actual lists are a fair bit longer! PCP 
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David was last spotted 
wandering down his local high 
street singing “Spam, hah! 
What is it good for? Filtering!” 


RBLs (Real-time Black Lists) 
are used by SpamAssassin, but 
they can also be used by our 
mail software. Blocking 
messages before they hit our 
mail server massively reduces 
CPU usage, as well as limiting 
the amount of repeat spam we 
get. Many mail programs 
support RBLs as an integral 
part of their delivery process, 
Qmail doesn't support out of 
the box, requiring an external 
process to handle RBL lookups. 

Qmail users can make use 
of rblsmtpd, by the author of 
Qmail, which can be found at 
http://cr.yp.to/ucspi-tcp/ 
rbismtpd.html. rblismtpd is 
distributed as part of the ucpsi- 
tcp package, so anyone who is 
using Qmail already will most 
likely have it installed. 


Making best use of Sender 
Policy Framework. 
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SpamAccassin can be very CPU 
intensive, so limiting the number 
of messages that are parsed will 
increase system performance. 
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MAYA 


Part Three 


An introduction to 
MEL and scripting 








Lights, camera, action! Aladdin Ayesh highlights the basics of 
animating your scene and how scripts can simplify the process 


nimation is possibly the most exciting element of 
O using Maya. Scientists love to animate their 

results to prove their ideas; architects bring life to 
their designs through animation, and students can 
impress with animated projects. In this article, we look at 
the basic animation functions available in Maya. 
Advanced utilities will also be mentioned briefly for 
animators who would like to expand their skills. 





E Frames and keyframing The basic concept of 
animation and filmmaking is the concept of ‘frame’. A frame 
is a still picture or graphic that presents a scene at a 
particular point of time. A series of frames over a sequence 
of time points create an animated scene. Changes between 
these frames determine whether the animated scene is still, 
animated, or a slide show. If theres no change between the 
frames, in other words; its the same frame over different 
time points, the scene will appear still. If there are major 
changes between every frame and the next, the animation 
is more a slide show rather than an animation. The 
combination of steady object changes within a stable and 
slow-changing background within the same context, or 
scene, creates an animated scene. The changes between 
keyframes are usually considered substantial, apparent or 
greater than those changes that occur in-between frames. 


A Timeline and animation clip At the bottom of the 
screen, you may notice what looks like a ruler. This is in fact 
a timeline. We use this timeline to set up the key frames. 

To begin creating animation, start a new scene. Draw a 
basic shape, such as a ball. Now click ‘S, this will set the 
current view as a key frame. Click on the move tool from the 
left-hand side toolbox. Select another position on the time 
frame and make it number ‘8’. Move the object to a different 
position on the canvas and press ‘S. Select another position 
on the timeline and move the object again and press ‘S. 
Once you have moved the object to a few places across the 
timeline, click on forward play to see the animation. 


E Path animation We 
can create animation using 
key frames and the 
repositioning of the object 
during these frames, but 
you'll often need to tune 
your animation, and in this 
case, to produce the right 
motional effects. 
Alternatively, we can use 
path animation to speed up 
the process. Let us assume 
our ball is part of a scene, 





Using Maya Personal Learning Edition (for non-commercial use) we're 


able to create motion paths for our tennis court scene. 
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such as the Moon going 
around the Earth or a tennis 


ball on a court. There is clearly a set path for this object and 
tuning the animation to follow this path manually is difficult. 
Instead, we can use a curve to specify the path. Then we 
click on Animate | Motion Paths | Attach to Motion Path | U. 
We select ‘start/end’ option and set up the number of frames 
from the beginning of the animation to the end. 


O Character set-up We can only cover the basics here, 
but the possibilities are endless. If we follow the tennis ball 
scene to its logical conclusion, we'll want to add two people 
to play on our court. First, we need to construct their 
skeletons. We do that by selecting ‘joints’, from the 
Animation’ tab menu or ‘Skeleton’ and select the ‘Joint’ tool 
from the main menu. When we click on the scene a joint will 
be formed. By clicking again, we create a second joint with a 
link between the two. To create a part of a character, for 
example an arm, we decide how many joints there are. It’s 
very much like drawing on paper using the circle technique. 
If we are drawing an arm there are about three joints: 
shoulder-end, elbow, and hand-end joints. By clicking on the 
joint tool again or on the pointer, the links between joints will 
stop, SO we can start a new part of character set-up. Once 


pe Le trenket Taaje <Sejerkiaga a= 

















Joints for a skeleton are created by clicking twice, first to make a 
joint then secondly to link the joints together. 


we've created the skeleton we can dress it with material in 
the same way we've done previously in the series; we can 
use the ‘Skin’ menu tools. 


H Constraints You may want to constrain the movement 
of joints or have animated parts follow certain rules. For 
example, you may have seen a cartoon where a character's 
eyes follow a moving object, such as our tennis ball. We can 
create a similar effect by using a particular type of constraint 
called an Aim’ constraint. Under the ‘Constraints’ menu, you 
will see a selection of constraint types to try out. 


Ø Scripting Maya provides greater flexibility through script 
programming. There are two types: ‘Maya Embedded 
Language’ (MEL) and ‘Expressions’. You can use the 
Expressions editor to change object attributes during 
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animation, while MEL is a full scripting language that will 
enable you to automate processes and effectively extend 
the standard Maya menus. Start a new scene and click 
Window | General Editors | Script Editor. In the scripting menu 


try typing the following: 


sphere; 


This simple command will draw a sphere on the scene. Now 


try the following: 
move -relative 3 0 0; 
Finally to remove the sphere, type: 


delete nurbsSpherel; 


Notice ‘nurbsSpherel’ is the name of the sphere object we 
have created. If we keep the script editor open while we are 
working on our scenes, we can see every action we take 
visually on the scene being recorded as a MEL command. 


E Creating shelf components Its often the case that 


MAYA 


-d 3 -ut 0 -tol 0.01 -s 30 -nsp 30 -ch 
1;0bjectMoveCommand; 

connectAttr -f blinn3.outColor blinn3SG. 
sur faceShader; 


Click on the ‘Custom’ section in the shelf menus. These are 
tab menus that usually appear directly above the scene and 
contain icons. You will notice that the ‘Custom’ section is 
empty. Now, click on the script editor and select the lines you 
want to record in your automated button. From the ‘File’ 
menu on your script editor select ‘Save Selected to Shelf’. 

A dialogue box will open requesting a name for the script. 

To manage our automated buttons, click Window | Settings/ 
Preferences | Shelves. We can delete the scripts we do not 
like, change their orders and much more. 


B Working with Expressions Let us create a NURBS 
cone in the same way we did previously using the tool 
bars. While the cone is selected, click Window | Animation 
Editors | Expression Editor. A new window will open with the 
cone attributes and expression editor. In the editor write: 


cone.scaleX = time * 2 


we want a set of steps to be accessible through a single 
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Animation using Maya has 
endless possibilities. Setting 
up characters is one of the 
most interesting and important 
topics, but we've only 
scratched the surface in this 
series. You can go much 
further by building on the 
topics we covered using 
tutorial scenes that come with 
Maya. You can find them at: 
‘C:\Program Files\ 
AliasWavefront\Maya 5.0 
Personal Learning Edition\ 
tutorialData\InstantMaya’ 

In addition, you can look at 
adding sound and using 
different materials in 
the modelling process. 


button, like macros in word processors and spreadsheets. 
MEL enables us to do that in a very simple way. To create 
your own buttons on the Maya shelf menu, decide on the 
functions you want to automate and then start a new scene. 
Start the script editor. Perform these functions using Maya 
tools. Here is an example of creating a sphere and giving it a 
material link. As you click on the sphere and as you add it to 
the scene the script editor records that. Something like the 


This expression will control the scaling of the cone along the 
X-axis. Finally, lets create a second object, for example 
NURBS Sphere. We will control the attributes of the two 
objects based on the following conditions: 


if (time < 3) {cone.scaleY = time; cone.scaleY 


time; }; 


following will show on your script editor: 


CreateNURBSSphere; 


sphere -p 0 0 O -ax 0 1 0 -ssw 0 -esw 180 -r 6 


Trax Editor 


Create reusable clips, character sets and poses 


There are several editors provided by 


Maya to enable us to fine tune our work. 


If we click on the Window menu you will 
see four types of editors: general, 
rendering, animation, and relationships. 
In the ‘relationships’ list, you'll find all 
the editors required for linking 
components and effects, such as setting 
up characters and linking lighting. 

Relationships editors are necessary to 
produce completed animation scenes. 
General editors, as you would expect, 
are used at the different stages of the 
creative process, such as modelling, 
dynamics and animation. Visor, for 
instance, is an editor for paint effects 
and we can add our own clips to be 


if (time < 3) sphere.scaleX = time; 


Notice how we've changed two attributes of the cone within 
one conditional statement using the curly brackets: ‘{}’. PCP 


We'll be starting a brand new 
Masterclass series. 





reused. To create our own reusable clips 
we need to use Trax editor. 

Trax editor appears under ‘Animation’ 
and can only be used with animated 
scenes. Using Trax editor, we can create 
clips, character sets, poses and other 
reusable file types to enable us to create 
our animations quickly and to a 


consistent standard. For example, letus | č core ee aten ar a 


create an animation clip from our tennis i 5 
court example. Click on Edit menu | 
Select all. This will select all objects in 
the scene. Click on Window | Animation 
Editors | Trax Editor. In the Trax editor 
click Create | Clip|[;]. A new window will 
open, where you can name the clip and 
edit clip properties. We can see the 


result clip in ‘Visor’ under ‘Character 
Clips’. Trax editor will provide you with 
other features and tools to tune clips. 
Once the clip is created we can reuse it, 
using ‘Visor’, in our scenes or in Trax 
editor to create new clips. E 








Trax editor allows you to 
create reusable clips, so our 
tennis court could be cloned to 
create a scene at Wimbledon. 
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A text editor and PHP 


You'll find a copy 
of PHP 5.0.1 on this 
month's SuperDisc 


(©) 


Once we have a grid in place, 
we can fill individual squares 
and the fill colour won't escape. 





PHP 


Part Three 


Fills and lines 





Curves and ellipses are all very well, says Paul Hudson, but 
introducing fills and lines with PHP requires much less maths 


o matter how many sines, cosines, and tangents 
you calculate, there's only so much you can do 
with basic shapes and plain colours. The real 
excitement comes when you add lines and fills because 
you've then got enough to replicate a basic image editor 
like Microsoft Paint. This month we're going to dabble 
with basic lines but, more importantly, we'll manipulate 
the two fill functions in PHP to great effect. 





El Creating a new image The subject of lines and fills 
sounds dry at first but, with a little work, it can add pizzazz 
to your pictures. Lets take a look at a basic script to draw 
lines. The function used is imageline(), which takes an image 
resource, X and Y coordinates for the start of the line, X and Y 
coordinates for the end of the line, and a colour. The image 
resource is the same as last month, as is the colour, which 
just leaves the X and Y coordinates. Hopefully, you know 
what these are already! Heres an example: 


<?php 

$image = imagecreatetruecolor (400, 400); 
Syellow = imagecolorallocate(S$image, 255, 255, 
0); 

imageline ($image, 100, 100, 300, 100, S$yellow) ; 

imageline ($image, 300, 100, 300, 300, S$yellow) ; 

imageline ($image, 300, 300, 100, 300, S$yellow) ; 

imageline ($image, 100, 300, 100, 100, $yellow) ; 

imagepng ($image, “box.png”) ; 

imagedestroy ($image); 


PS 


This creates a new image and draws four lines to form 

a box. Of course, used this way, its much faster to use 
imagerectangle() to achieve the same effect! However, what 
is quite easy with imageline() is to draw a grid, which really is 
just common-sense coding and a small loop. That is, you 
should be able to visualise how the code should work: loop 
from 0 to the height of the image, incrementing N pixels at a 
time, and draw lines across the entire 
row and do the same for columns. It's 
actually a little more difficult in PHP: 


<?php 

$image = imagecreatetruecolor ( 
400, 400); 

Syellow = imagecolorallocate($ 
image, 255, 255, 0); 

for ($i = 0; $i < 400; $i += 
20) { 

// draw horizontal lines 
imageline ($image, 0, $i, 400, 
$i, $Syellow); 

// draw vertical lines 


imageline ($image, $i, 0, $i, 
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400, Syellow) ; 

} 

imagepng ($image, “grid.png”) ; 
imagedestroy ($image) ; 


RS 


Lines are particularly useful for graphing, but do bear in mind 
that rectangles are faster! 


A Filling in The basic fill function in PHP is just that — 
basic. However, it does work to provide a base colour good 
enough for simple pictures. The function imagefill() works by 
filling an image with a selected colour, and the fill stops 
when it hits borders (much like normal image-editing 
applications). So, going back to our grid example, we can fill 
some of the squares like this: 


<?php 

Simage = imagecreatetruecolor(400, 400); 
Syellow = imagecolorallocate(S$image, 255, 255, 
0); 

for ($i = 0; $i <= 400; $i += 20) { 

// draw horizontal lines 

imageline ($image, 0, $i, 400, $i, $yellow); 

// draw vertical lines 

imageline ($image, $i, 0, $i, 400, S$yellow) ; 

} 

$red = imagecolorallocate(Simage, 255, 0, 0); 
Sgreen = imagecolorallocate(Simage, 0, 255, 0); 
Sblue = imagecolorallocate(S$image, 0, 0, 255); 
imagefill ($image, 50, 50, $red); 

imagefill ($image, 350, 350, $Sgreen); 

imagefill ($image, 150, 150, S$blue); 

imagepng ($image, “grid2.png”); 

imagedestroy ($image); 


?> 


As you can see in the picture, the fills dont get out of the 
Squares, stopping as soon as theres no ‘route in the current 
colour. The actual call to imagefill() takes an image resource 
on which to draw, the X and Y coordinates at which the 
‘paint’ should be ‘poured’, and the colour of paint to use. 
However, theres another fill function that extends this 
functionality: imagefilltoborder(). This enables you to specify 
the border at which your fills should stop, and requires an 
extra parameter in between the coordinates and the colour 
to fill. So, from the last code example, we could change the 
last imagefill() call to this: 


imagefilltoborder ($image, 150, 150, S$red, 
$blue) ; 


Running this script results in an entirely different picture: the 
entire yellow grid and the green box are overfilled by the 
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Using an image to fill does require an image that wraps well, 
but the code is nice and easy! 


blue fill because the code tells PHP to only stop filling when 
it encounters red. A particularly helpful use for this is when 
you have anti-aliased shapes you need to fill around. What 
happens is that the edge of an object gets smoothed 
against its background to reduce aliasing, hence the term 
anti-aliasing’. So, the edge of a red circle on a white 
background would have various shades of pink gently 
smoothed into the red and white so that it looks better. The 
problem with this is that if you then try to fill in the white 
with another colour (such as blue), the fringing shows up. 
The solution is to use imagefilltoborder() so that the fill only 
stops when it hits the original, non-anti-allased colour. 


E Filling pictures One thing we haven't looked at yet is 
using another image resource as the background fill for our 
pictures, but this is really just an incremental change to our 
current scripts. Iwo Issues ago, we loaded existing images, 


Gradient fills 


Going loopy for X and Y coordinates 


The PHP GD extension that handles all png”) ; 
these image functions is sadly lacking 
any form of gradient fill functionality — ?> 
something you might think was quite 

basic! However, it’s something that can 


be emulated quite easily with a little 


imagedestroy ($image); 


This loops through the width of the 
image, creating new colours based on 


PHP 
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and that's the first of three steps in filling with an image. The 
other two are: set the image up as the current tile for filling, 
then, when filling a shape, specify that you want to use the 
tile rather than a colour. Again, you need to select either 
imagefill() or imagefilltoborder() depending on your needs. 

If we go back to our original box example, we can now 
fill that box with a picture, thus replicating the functionality of 
imagefilledrectangle(): 


Per-pixel gradation is the start 
of a new learning track, but 
one you'll have to follow 
yourself. Try and see if you can 
get a four-way gradient 
working. This will require a 
rewrite of our simple loop, so 
we suggest you Start from 
scratch. If you're more 
interested in honing your skill 
with lines, why not try writing 
a simple charting script that 
turns an array of values into a 
0); line chart or a bar chart? 
imageline ($image, 100, 100, 300, 100, S$yellow) ; 
imageline ($image, 300, 100, 300, 300, yellow); 
imageline ($image, 300, 300, 100, 300, $yellow) ; 
imageline ($image, 100, 300, 100, 100, $yellow); 
// note that 
picture - 


<?php 
$image = imagecreatetruecolor (400, 400); 
$yellow = imagecolorallocate ($image, 255, 255, 


I used the Amarok logo for my 


// you'll need to choose something else! 
Stile = imagecreatefrompng (“amarok.png” ) ; 
imagesettile ($image, Stile); 
imagefill($image, 150, 150, IMG COLOR TILED); 
imagepng ($image, “box2.png”) ; 

imagedestroy ($image); 


?> 


From fills and lines to the 
rendering of text. 


It's really that simple. Basic lines and fills in PHP requires 
basic mathematics for effective results. PCP 


<?php 

$image = 
imagecreatetruecolor (200, 
200); 

for ($i = 0; $i < 200; ++$i) { 
for ($j = 0; $j < 200; ++$j) { 


thinking. The most basic kind of gradient 
fill is one that goes from colour A to 
colour B horizontally — we can do this 
with a series of imageline() calls. Your 
first gradient fill might look like this: 


<?php 

$image = imagecreatetruecolor ( 
200, 200); 

for ($i = 0; $i < 200; ++$i) { 
$thiscol = imagecolorallocate ( 
$image, 255, $i, 0) 7 

imageline ($image, $i, 0, $i, 
200, $thiscol); 


} 


imagepng ($image, “gradient. 


the current loop position, and draws 
lines from top to bottom with the new 
colour. What’s even more interesting is 
when we delve into the realm of three- 
way gradients. We need to set the 
colour of each pixel exactly in order to 
achieve accurate results. 

Setting a pixel’s colour is done 
through the imagesetpixel() function, 
which takes an image resource, X and Y 
coordinates of the pixel to set, and a 
colour to use. We can now modify our 
script to use pixel-by-pixel drawing 
rather than line-by-line. To do this, we 
need to have a second loop, to loop 
through both the rows and columns this 
time, setting each pixel to a new colour: 


$thiscol = imagecolorallocate ( 
$image, $j, $i, 255); 
imagesetpixel ($image, $i, $j, 
$thiscol) ; 

} 

} 

imagepng ($image, “gradient2. 
png”); 

imagedestroy ($image); 


?> 


Thankfully, that’s almost a line-by-line 
translation of my English explanation 
into PHP The trick is coming up with 
better uses for them beyond such 
simple examples! J 





Three-way gradient fills can be 
achieved by setting the colour 
value of each individual pixel. 
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4 INTERMEDIATE 
Knowledge of part one in 
this series is helpful 


Runtime Revolution 2.5 or 
later (either download a 
free 30-day trial from 
www.runrev.com or find 
a copy on the SuperDisc, 
PC Plus 221) 


Any files you need to 
complete this Masterclass 
are on this months 
SuperDisc 


RUNTIME REVOLUTION 


Part Two 


Making practical 
use of Runtime 





Dan Shafer shows off Runtimes rapid program development with 
an application that will randomly remind you how great you are 


n the first installment of this series, we built a 
simple demonstration application for the sole 
purpose of becoming acquainted with the 
Runtime Revolution IDE and the very basic use of the 
Transcript scripting language. This month, we take on 

a slightly more complex application that involves the 
reading of an external file, the use of custom events, and 
calls upon built-in Revolution functionality for text-to- 
speech conversion. This application is something | call 
the ‘Affirmation Reminder’. 





E Setting up your interface From the File Menu, choose 
‘New Mainstack’. Open the ‘Stack Inspector’ and give the 
stack a meaningful name (in this case, ‘Affirmation 
Reminder’). From the tool palette, drag a text field and two 
buttons into place in the newly created stack window. Resize 
and arrange them to suit your tastes. Name one button 
‘Start’ and the other button ‘Stop’. Name the text field 
Affirmation. The image on the next page shows you how | 
laid out the window. Now save your work. 


EA Working with the editors We'll be doing all of our 
programming work in the stack script, so open the ‘Stack 
Script Editor’ through the ‘Object’ menu. | like to work in the 
‘Transcript Editor’, so that all the handlers (that is, methods or 
functions, each of which responds to a single message 
send) are listed on the left side of the window and the entire 
object script is displayed in the right side. To achieve this, go 
to the ‘View’ menu in the script editor and check ‘Show 
Handler List’ and ‘Sort Handler List Alphabetically’. 

The first tasks the application will want to perform when 
launched, is to ask the user for the time frame within which 
the affirmations should be presented, and locate the file 
containing the affirmations, reading its contents into memory. 
I'll call this handler ‘inttMe’ and use two built-in ‘ask’ dialogs 
to obtain the needed information from the user. The first asks 


A | revSpeak COMMA (Speech brary) 
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Runtime has an array of built-in commands and functions that 
make it a very accessible language. The online documentation is 
interactive, searchable and detailed. 


PCPlus 223 | December 2004 





for the maximum time between reminders, in seconds, and 
suggests a default value of 10 minutes (600 seconds. The 
other dialog's code is identical except for the variable name 
and the suggested response: 


on initMe 

ask “What maximum time interval in seconds?” 
with “600” 

if it is empty or not is Number(it) then 
exit to top 

put it into maxTime 

ask “What minimum time interval in seconds?” 
with “300” 

if it is empty or not isNumber(it) then 
exit to top 

put it into minTime 

put the fileName of this stack into tPath 
set itemDel to “/” 

delete last item of tPath 

put “/affirmations.txt” after tPath 

put “file:” & tPath into fileURL 

put url (fileURL) into affList 
setNewInterval 

showAffirmation 

end initMe 


A word about the peculiar appearance of the word ‘it’ in the 
script. Transcript uses syntax as close as possible to 
transparent English. When the user responds to a dialog (and 
in many other situations), Revolution puts the response into 
the special variable called ‘it’ which permits very readable 
checking code. The second line of each group of three in the 
‘initMe’ code checks that the user has supplied a number 
before proceeding. 

The second half of the ‘initMe’ code deals with the 
location of a file that I've called ‘affirmations.txt’. | decided to 
Store this file in the same folder as the application were 
creating. The ‘itemDelimiter’ is the character Revolution uses 
to break up a delimited string into components called ‘items’. 
By default, this character is a comma, but when youre 
dealing with file names, you switch it to ‘~, which Revolution 
internally translates based on the platform the application is 
running on. (This is one of the many cross-platform features 
Revolution features as one of its primary claims to fame.) So | 
obtain the path of the current file, delete the last item (which 
is the name of the application file), put ‘/affirmations.txt’ after 
the path, and then create the file: the URL used to read that 
file. The ‘put’ command reads the files contents into the 
variable ‘affList’. 

You'll notice at the end of the ‘initMe’ code that we send 
the ‘setNewlnterval’ message and then the ‘showAffirmation’ 
message. As you can easily determine from their names, the 
first message triggers a handler that uses the ‘minTime’ and 
‘maxTime’ values entered by the user to select a random 
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interval for the next affirmation to be displayed. The code for 
setNewlnterval, as you can see below, is pretty straight- 
forward. We just make sure the variable ‘thelnterval’ is set to 
ʻO” and then calculate a random number in the range of T to 
the maximum time the user has defined for the time 
between reminders: 


on setNewInterval 

put 0 into theInterval -- to reset between 
executions 

repeat until theInterval > minTime 

put random(maxTime) into theInterval 

end repeat 


end setNewInterval 


The ‘showAffirmation’ handler in code below is also pretty 
direct. The first line causes this application to come to the 
top of the users space when a new affirmation is generated. 
Presumably, the user wants to see the affirmation as a 
reminder; this ensures that they will. The next line does all 
the ‘heavy lifting’: it picks a random line from the variable 
affList’, into which we read the contents of the text file 
containing the affirmations, and adds it to the field called 
Affirmation’. It then calls the built-in, text-to-speech 
command, ‘revSpeak’, reading the line out loud: 


on showAffirmation 

go this stack -- forces this application to 
the top of user’s space 

put line (random (the number of lines of 
affList)) of affList into field “Affirmation” 
sayAffirmation 

wait until reviIsSpeaking() is false 
setNewInterval 

send showAffirmation to this stack in 
theInterval seconds 

end showAffirmation 


E Built-in commands its worth noting that the revSpeak 
command works on Windows 2000 and XP but does require 
you to rename a couple of DLLs before it works correctly on 
Windows 2000. If you are building this project in the 
Revolution IDE, under Windows 2000 and the IDE crashes 
when you try the revSpeak command, you will need to 
rename ‘trevspeech.dll’ to ‘revspeechsapi5.dll’ and 
Tevspeechsapi4.dll’ to ‘tevspeech.dll’. 

The ‘wait’ command then pauses action until the 
speaking is complete (a perhaps overly cautious precaution), 
then sends the ‘setNewlnterval’ message to create another 
random number in the proper range. The ‘send in seconds’ 
command at the final line of the handler takes advantage of 
another creative Revolution feature, enabling us to do in one 
line what might otherwise take a repeat loop and create a 
blocking condition. While this command is waiting to 
execute, the application is free to do other things. 

We now have four variables that are used in multiple 
handlers: maxTime, minTime, thelnterval, and affList. At the 
very beginning of the script file, create a single line that 
defines these variables as global in scope: 
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If you want to learn more 
about Revolution, start by 
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Thought’, published in printed 
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eBook form by joining the 
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You are an excellent programmer. Even your bugs 
are beautiful. 


We've named our stack, ‘Affirmation Reminder’ and from the tool 
palette, dragged a text field and two buttons into place in the 
newly created stack window. 


global maxTime, minTime, theInterval, affList 


O Closing up the code There is only one major bit of 
functionality left: we need to shut down in an orderly 
manner. It's possible that the user will quit the application 
when an affirmation has been queued for presentation; we 
want to avoid that messiness. To do so, | created a handler 
called ‘shutDownMessages’, shown below: 


on shutDownMessages 

put the pendingMessages into tMsgs 

repeat with x=1 to the number of lines in tMsgs 
if “showAffirmation” is among the items of line 
x of tMsgs then 


cancel item 1 of line x of the pendingMessages We'll begin a whole new 


exit repeat Masterclass series. 


end if 
end repeat 
end shutDownMessages 


Revolution keeps track of all pending messages of all kinds 
in a special variable called ‘pendingMessages’. | store that list 
in a variable in my handler, then loop over it looking for 
messages that are called ‘showAffirmation’. If | find one, | 
send it the cancel message. 

Now open the scripts for the two buttons. The Start 
buttons script sends the ‘initMe’ message and the ‘Stop’ 
buttons script sends the ‘shutDownMessages’ message. 
That's all there is to them. They both look like this: 


on mouseUp 
initMe 

end mouseUp 

on mouseUp 
shutDownMessages 
end mouseUp 


That's all there is to it. Just create a text file with some 
affirmative messages youd like to hear repeated to you 
throughout the day at random intervals, and save that file in 
the same folder as the Affirmation Reminder’ stack. PCP 
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Microsoft unveils 
Data Protection Server 








icrosoft has unveiled a beta version of 
Me Protection Server (DPS), which is 

designed to manage disk-based back- 
up and recovery. Part of the Windows Server 
System group of products, the continuous disk- 
based back-up and recovery system simplifies 
and speeds up data back-up and subsequent 
recovery operations. 

Bob Muglia, senior vice president of the 
Windows Server Division at Microsoft, said: 
“Customers are telling us that backing up and 
recovering their data is labour intensive and 
complex. Exponential growth of business-critical 
data and new government regulations are 
increasing the cost and complexity of back-up 
and recovery, forcing companies to rethink their 
data protection planning.” 

Muglia added that DPS has already 
garnered industry support because it helps 
customers to shrink their recovery time “from 
hours to minutes” and drive down the cost of 
maintaining storage infrastructures. 

Although Data Protection Server remains in 
beta, more than 20 high-profile storage firms, 





including Dell, EMC, Hitachi Data Systems Corp, 
HP lomega and NEC, have already announced 
broad support for the product. 

“The use of disk as a data-protection medium 
delivers significant improvements in recovery 
time and recovery point objectives, and makes 
possible a continuum of data recovery options 
spanning back-up and replication,” said Alex 
Gorbansky, senior analyst at the Taneja Group. 
“We view Microsoft as an important enabler for 
bringing the benefits of disk-based data- 
protection technologies to the masses,” he added. 

Data Protection Server is designed to work 
alongside existing Windows Server technology, 
such as Active Directory services, Microsoft 
Windows Server 2003 and Microsoft Windows 
Storage Server 2003. The product has been 
engineered to run at all times in the background, 
making sure systems are always backed up 
automatically. Additional features include 
integration with tape through a back-up 
interface (under development) based on the 
Volume Shadow Copy Service (VSS) API included 
in Windows Server 2003. 








Bob Muglia, senior vice president of the Windows 
Server Division at Microsoft. 


AVA 
Sun opens up Java to other systems 





The universal appeal of Java has been extended to 
third-party OSes by Sun Microsystems. 
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So Microsystems has lifted the lid on plans to 
extend support for its Sun Java Enterprise 
System to third-party operating systems and 
hardware platforms. 

Currently available on the Solaris platform for 
SPARC, AMD Opteron and Xeon systems, as well as 
Linux, Sun said it plans to add support for 
Microsoft Windows operating system for x86 
hardware, including AMD Opteron-based systems, 
from the start of 2005. 

Dana Gardner, senior analyst at Application 
Infrastructure and Software Platforms, Yankee Group, 
welcomed the move, saying it was potentially good 
news for firms that want to take full advantage of 
Java, but can't afford high-end Sun systems. 
“Extending the Java Enterprise System for 


deployment on non-Sun branded hardware, at 

no additional cost, injects the novel subscription 
pricing model and mid-tiers solution packaging 
approach into the server OEM space,” Gardner said. 
“The existing Java Enterprise System business model 
is steadily changing how companies evaluate and 
select infrastructure software. This announcement 
will sour wider examination of the benefits.” 

John Loiacono, executive vice president of 
software at Sun, added: “With todays announcements, 
Sun is opening up significant new opportunities for 
customers and partners, and giving them flexibility 
to mix and match systems to meet their technology 
needs, help reduce the costs and complexity 
associated with systems management and leverage 
Suns infinite right to use model.” 


European Gigabit sales 
rocket as prices tumble 


emand for Gigabit Ethernet products in 

Western Europe has rocketed during the 
second quarter of 2004, as fierce competion 
forces down prices. 

IDCs latest EMEA LAN Switch Tracker 
found that Gigabit Ethernet port shipments 
rose 4.6 per cent, while revenue declined 
1.5 per cent, affected largely by strong 
price competition. 

According to the analyst firm, Gigabit 
Ethernet LAN switches clocked up 144 per 
cent of all LAN switch ports shipped and 
53.5 per cent of all LAN switch revenues in 
EMEA in 20/2004. The study also found 
that some leading network vendors had 
increased their Gigabit Ethernet revenues with growth reaching double-digits. 

The largest vendor measured in revenue in 20/2004 was Cisco, 
followed by HP 3Com, Nortel and Extreme. “Gigabit Ethernet will continue 
to drive growth in the EMEA LAN switch market in the coming quarters, as 
enterprises are increasingly using Gigabit Ethernet LAN switches for desktop 
connectivity and to interconnect servers in datacenters,” said Peter 
Hulleman, senior research analyst with IDC’s European 
Telecommunications and Networking group. 





Gigabit Ethernet clocks up 
stellar European sales thanks 
to a welcome price drop. 
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One terabyte promise 
for tape drive capacity 


Sean has outlined ambitious plans 
to develop tape drives offering up to 
one terabyte of native data storage ona 
single media cartridge within the next 
three years. 

The storage firm explained that within 
two product cycles, the roadmap for Its 
T-Series tape drive product family would 
punch through the terabyte. 

Martin Warren, Storage lek's European 
business manager for automated tape 
solutions said: “Manufactured tape drives are 
designed for enterprise applications to 
operate at high duty cycles, and in harsh 
operating environments. 

“Enterprise tape drives generally operate with tape motion up to 100 
per cent of power-on hours. Once limited to mainframe-attach interfaces, 
such as FICON and ESCON, enterprise-class operating requirements now 
apply to growing Open Systems environments with Fibre Channel 
interfaces,” Warren added. 

Storage lek explained that the technology underpinning this generation 
of ultra-high capacity drivers is based on a joint media development 
program with Imation and Fujifilm. 





StorageTek, Fujifilm and 
Imation are taking tape drive 
Capacity to the terabyte level. 





N EWS Edited by Dean Evans 


Top stories 








In-depth analysis 


Expert opinion 





Browser Wars: Episode Ill? 


What are the odds on a Google web browser? Google says no, but never say never... 


by Dean Evans 


Running Win XP ona Mac.... 
Digital TV on your mobile. ... . 
Opinion: Chris Bidmead ...... 
The world’s smallest VAIO... . 
When ‘fair use’ just isn’t fair . . 
Opinion: Richard Cobbett.... . 
Intel and the ‘Internet 2’...... 
Computing with spinach. ..... 
Preview: Media Center 2005. . 
Wavey’'s Web................ 


Internet browser? Having registered 
the domain name www.gbrowser. 
com earlier this year, it would come as 

no surprise to many if the company 
revealed plans to compete against 
Internet Explorer, Firefox and Opera. 
Google Labs has already cooked up 
the likes of Google News, the Google 
Toolbar, Gmail and Blogger. While web 
whispers about a Gbrowser have been 
rebuffed recently by a Google board 
member, theres definitely something 
cooking in its Mountain View HQ. 

The Gbrowser evidence was fairly 
circumstantial, but convincing. In 
addition to reserving gbrowser.com, this 
years Mozilla Development Day was 
held on the Google campus, where 
programmers talked about improving 


i Google secretly working on its own 
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on the Mozilla browser architecture. 
Mozilla already forms the heart of the 
Firefox browser, the popularity of which 
has rocketed after the security scares 
surrounding Microsofts Internet 
Explorer. Basing a browser on such 
existing open source technology would 
be an ideal way for Google to get the 
basics down, leaving it free to 
concentrate on developing its own 
compelling features. 

Google certainly has the talent in 
place. Its newest employees include 
Joshua Bloch, a Java developer from 
Sun Microsystems; Adam Bosworth, 
who worked on Internet Explorer for 
Microsoft; and Joe Beda, another 
Microsoft escapee who last worked on 
Avalon, the presentation engine for 
Longhorn. Developing an Internet 


browser would certainly complement 
Googles existing array of products, and 
it would be a logical ‘next step’ for a 
company flush with $1.6/billion after a 
successful IPO. 

“Google could use lits] Javascript 
expertise to build Mozilla applications,” 
wrote web coder Jason Kottke on his 
blog, kottke.org. “Built-in blogging 
tools. Built-in Gmail tools. Built-in 
search tools. A search pane that 
watches what you're browsing and 
suggests related pages and search 
queries, or watches what you're 
blogging and suggests related pages, 
news items, or emails you've written.” 

Gbrowser, if such a project does 
indeed exist at Google, would mark a 
significant expansion for the company. 
With Microsoft adamant that it won't 


Illustration: Stuart Harrison 








STOP 
‘THIEF! 


Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer angered iPod 


is month by saying that the 
sates format on an iPod 






most common music 
is “stolen”. It was supposed to be a 
plug for Microsoft's DRM system. 
Not the best choice of words... 


launch a new version of IE until 
Longhorn, now would be as a good a 
time as any for Google to throw its 
beanie hat into the ring. And if it does, 
it probably won't stop there. What are 
the odds on a timely music component 
for Google search? Or a Google instant 
messenger? Package web-based 
Javascript services together, lob in a 
couple of gigabytes of remote user 
Storage, and you've got yourself an 
Internet-based operating system. 

Now that's interesting... 


A Google way of life 

Speculation about such a Google 
‘platform’ is nothing new. “Google has 
been quietly developing what industry 
experts consider to be the worlds 
largest computing facility,” said the New 
York Times in an article printed earlier 
this year. But what is it going to do with 
it? Google could be using its vast 
cluster architecture to construct an 
ambitious, user-friendly computing 
platform — an Internet OS that would 
be as accessible from a Smartphone as 
it is from a desktop PC. 

This OS might host all of the 
productivity software that youre used 
to using today. The Google empire 
already enables you to get your email 
via Gmail, search for news and 
organise digital photos with Picasa. If a 
Gbrowser exists, that takes care of the 
web surfing angle. What Google needs 
after that is a word processor-cum- 





spreadsheet application and some 
sort of PIM. Logged into such a Google 
platform, with access to RSS feeds and 
real-time translation software, youd be 
able to work easily on any computer 
anywhere, irrespective of device or 
Operating system. 

“My new role (I recently moved 
from BEA to Google),” wrote Adam 
Bosworth in his blog (www. 
adambosworth.net), “has me 
working on very different types of 
software. Rather than worrying about 
what the IT of large corporations 
needs to do to support the 
corporation, lm worrying about mere 
mortals. And, boy, is it satisfying to do 
this when the people youre designing 
for are your friends, family, relatives, 
your son... when even your mother 
can use what you build.” 

A web browser might be the first 
Step towards a much bigger package 
of Google web services. But while the 
Google collective certainly has the 
technical know-how to launch a 
Gbrowser client, such diversification 
might cause the company to lose Its 
focus on its search technology. Firefox, 
for example, is an excellent browser 
and, in many ways, its superior to the 
current version of IE. But despite this, 
Microsoft's market share remains in 
the 90 per cent bracket and Google 
will have to do something innovative 
to loosen its stranglehold. 

So perhaps the newspapers and 
forums, blogs and web journals have 
got it all wrong. Gbrowser might not 
refer to an IE-beating Internet browser 
at all, but another Google search tool. 
Google is well known to be working 
on its own desktop search technology, 
codenamed Puffin. And as Microsoft 
has just admitted defeat in getting the 
WinFS Longhorn component to work 
for 2006, this could be the best time 
for Google to strike. 


"| Google and Mozilla 
together at last? Or 
does Google have 
bigger plans? 















MOTHERBOARDS 


Nvidia unveils new 
nForce4 for AMD64 


New nForce4 motherboards will offer PCI Express and 


occasional SLI support 


IA may have 

demonstrated 
the first PCI 
Express-compatible 
Athlon 64 motherboard 
(see ‘The chips are down’ on 
page 71), but Nvidia has just 
announced its own nForce4 
solution. Following on from the 
highly respected nForce3 
platform, nForce4 has been 
designed to make Athlon 64 
systems more powerful and more 
secure than ever before. 

It's a bold claim, but it’s one 
that Nvidia backs up with 
several technological hits: multi 
GPU support via SLI, a tighter 
hardware firewall, 3Gb/s SATA 
and a built-in system optimiser 
called nTune. Not all of the 
nForce4 boards, however, 
feature all of these features. The 
nForce4 SLI version does have 
the lot, and is aimed 
unapologetically at high-end 
Athlon 64 and FX systems. The 
nForce Ultra and the plain old 
nForce 4 boards are aimed 
slightly lower, dropping the SLI 
option that enables a pair of PCI 
Express graphics cards to work 
side by side to almost double 
the visual processing power. 

The SLI functionality is just 
one of the features that has been 
built in to the nForce4 MCP This 


Nvidia’s nForce4 
MCP supports SLI, 
3Gb/s SATA RAID 
and a new Firewall. 


core chip also features Nvidia's 
Secure Networking engine for the 
Nvidia Firewall. While a software- 
based firewall monopolises CPU 
cycles, a hard-wired alternative — 
here dubbed ActiveArmour — 
significantly reduces the load on 
the processor. The nForce4 MCP 
also features a 3Gb/s SATA RAID 
host controller, with two 
independent transfer paths to- 
and-from system memory, plus 

a hardware-based Disk Alert 
capability to warn of impending 
drive failures. Finally, Nvidia's 
nTune acts as a PC optimiser, 
designed to adjust CPU, GPU, 
MCP RAM, voltage and fan 
settings to perfect performance. 
The nTune application also 
supports GPU overclocking for 
the GeForce FX series. 

Abit, Asus, MSI and Gigabyte 
have all confirmed that they will 
be manufacturing nForce4 
boards. For more in-depth 
technical information, head over 
to www.nvidia.com. 

— Dean Evans 


=> Yahoo! Inc has announced plans to 
acquire Jukebox-coders MusicMatch in a 
deal worth $160million. The On Demand 
component of MusicMatch, giving users 


access to around 700,000 tracks, will give 
Yahoo! an instant ‘in’ to the world of online 
music retail, where it hopes to compete with 
Apple's iTunes, Napster and MSN Music.. 


IN BRIEF 


=} Virgin has also announced its entry into the 
online music market this month, via the Virgin 
Digital (www.virgindigital.com) portal. It’s 
been a busy month for Richard Branson, 
who has also inked a deal with X-Prize 
champions, Scaled Composites, to launch a 
space tourism company called Virgin Galactic. 
Book now at Www.virgingalactic.com. 


=» Amazon has launched the latest version 
of its A9 search engine at http://a9.com, 
with a multi-paned interface that embraces 
web results, image links (via Google) and 
movies (via the essential IMDb). A9 also 
features an option to view your personal 
search history and quick summaries of 
featured sites. Should Google be worried? 
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QuickIransit emulator 


In the future, operating systems could be irrelevant... 
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pase Corporation (www. 
transitive.com) has launched an 
exciting family of products that 
enables software applications that 
are compiled for one processor and 
operating system to be able to run on 
another processor and operating 
system, without any source code or 
binary changes. Transitive claims that 
QuickTransit offers near-native (80 
per cent) computational performance, 
whether you want to run Mac 
applications on an x86 PC or Linux 
programs on an Apple PowerBook. 





=> Turn your LCD into a TV with AverMedia's 
new DVB-T STB3 decoder. The unit boasts 
VGA, Composite and S-Video outputs for all- 
round functionality, and combines these 
with an integrated Freeview receiver. The 
DVB-T STB3 is available now from www. 
mediaatlantic.com or www.maplin.co.uk, 
priced at £100 (inc VAT). 
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IN BRIEF 








=> Microsoft may be forced to comply with a 
European Commission ruling forcing it to 
remove the Windows Media Player software 
from any operating systems sold in Europe. 
Failing its appeal, MS will also have to cough 
up a €49/million fine for abusing its market 
dominance. The final judgement is expected in 
two months’ time. 


PORTABLE MEDIA 





UK mobile phones to 
get digital television 


02 prepares to trial DTV broadcasts to mobile phones. The 
technology works, but does anybody actually want it? 


uropean telcos are pushing to 

bring digital TV broadcasts to 
mobile phones, with 02 launching a 
pilot project in 2005. Working with 
NTL, O2 plans to trial a 16-channel 
digital terrestrial service in the Oxford 
area, using nine transmitters to beam 
sport, news and entertainment 
content to around 500 users. 

The service itself will use the 
recently ratified DVB-H (Digital Video 
Broadcasting: Handhelds) standard, an 
extension of the DVB-T format 
specifically designed for mobile 
receivers with less power. “This trial 
allows us to evaluate DVB-H as a 
potential low-cost delivery mechanism 
for mobile TV services,” said Dave 
Williams, 025 chief technology officer. 
He added that 02 is confident that 
DVB-H will ultimately “complement the 
carriers planned 3G-based mobile 
music and video services.” 

The technology itself is not an 
issue. “Mobile video is already an 
established technology in Japan,” 
explains Bill Templeton, whose 
company MobileMatters 
provides technical 
consultancy to software 
companies developing 3G 


FREE 
STUFF! 


i dit.org) 
#4: RSS Bandit (www.rssban 
A superb freeware RSS feed reader 
capable of handling almost any 


products. “The operators deliver TV 
and data content simultaneously 
through a browser.” 

But there are concerns that 
people wont want to watch TV ona 
small LCD screen. Initial services will 
probably be poor quality, hindered by 
dips in signal strength as the user 
moves around. And judging by the 
T\V-capable handsets already 
available in the Far East, the first 
phones will be probably be large, 
and bulky, with telescopic metal 
aerials for TV reception. 

But the availability of TV services 
could be the compelling ‘killer app’ 
that will drive sales of 3G handsets. It 
might also be the catalyst the big 
phone manufacturers have been 
looking for to migrate customers to 
smarter phones. “| see 3G as the 
broadband of the mobile phone,” 
adds Bill Templeton. “Speed is the 
enabler to the adoption of new 
services and, if TV is in your pocket, 
you will use it.” 

— Dean Evans 














number of sites, feeds and 
other XML-based data. 





How free Is 








Freeview? 


Low cost DVD recorders and Freeview boxes are a great combination if you want to build a digital 
movie library. Or so Chris thought until BBC 3's transmission of the movie, Switchback, last month 


What I discovered came as a total shock. I'd carried out one 
of my standard procedures: recording from the Freeview 
box directly into my Panasonic DMR-E50 DVD recorder, and 
then stuffing the DVD-RAM disk into my LG SuperMulti 
Drive to shift the movie across to the PC. Once the core VRO 
(raw MPEG2) file is on my hard drive, I'll normally crunch 
this 3 to 4GBs of video data down to a manageable sub- 
gigabyte XviD file that can be stored along with four or five 
others onto a DVD-R. Total storage cost per movie, at 
today’s DVD blank prices (if you know where to shop): 
around five pence. 


“IF THE BBC COULD 
ACCIDENTALLY TRANSMIT 
MOVIES OVER FREEVIEW, 

WHAT ELSE MIGHT HAPPEN?” 


You can do a lot of useful things with a digital copy of 
the movie on your hard drive. Cut out the adverts, for 
example — VideoReDo (www.drdsystems.com/ 
VideoReDo) gives you precise control over editing and 
joining MPEG2 movies, and the wonderful free software 
package VirtualDubMod (http://virtualdubmod. 
sourceforge.net) manages the transition to other formats, 
such as DivX and XviD, as well as enabling you to juggle 
with filters that can perform wonders like removing 
annoying station logos (http://neuron2.net/delogo132/ 
delogo.html). Then you can watch clean, ad-free, logo-less 
versions of the transmission on your living-room TV using 
a network set-top box like the Pinnacle ShowCenter 
(www.pinnaclesys.com). 

But this time, none of my software could make sense of 
the ‘Switchback’ VRO file I'd dragged across from the DVD- 
RAM disc. Everything I tried froze. As a last resort | dug out 
Panasonic's own ‘DVD-MovieAlbum Copytool’ software, I'd 
found some bugs in last year. MovieAlbum didn't freeze, 
but it didn't copy the data, either, but it did have the 
decency to explain why: “Data in source folder is copyright 
protected. Cannot copy.” 

It was my understanding, from talking to people on the 
UK manufacturing side of the business, that the BBC would 
continue to keep Freeview free — in the sense of free to 
copy, as well as free of any subscription service. But here 
was a BBC 3 Freeview movie announcing itself as copy- 
protected. The BBC Press Office's reply to my email was 


PARALLEL COMPUTERVERSE* 












he business world was 
shocked this month as chip 
manufacturer Transmeta 
decided to bet the entire 
company on a horse. “It 
seemed as good an 
idea as any,” mused 
new CEO Sonny 






ll 


Weekend Jr Ill, clutching a fistful of betting slips. 
“I mean, look, we did the whole ‘new chip’ thing 
back in June with the Efficeon and that was a 
total bust. So then we thought ‘OK, well, let's try 
selling some more chips’ and went a whole 18 
per cent up on last year, and two million more 
into the red. So then we decided, ‘oh, stuff this’, 
sold up and put the whole damn lot on Little 


semi-reassuring: “Chris — The BBC does not intentionally 
apply copy protection in its DVB streams. However, we 
have discovered that some source material ... has had the 
audio copy protect flag set to ‘on’... during the dubbing 
process, and in rare circumstances this can sometimes 
prevent certain items of copying software from working as 
desired, since this flag can put a copy protect bit at the 
beginning of every MP2 audio packet. 

This is something that the BBC Research and Development 
Department is aware of, and is currently investigating.” 

I started phoning everyone | could think of who might 
explain what was going wrong. If the BBC could accidentally 
transmit movies over Freeview that my PC would be unable 
to manage, what else might happen, accidentally or 
otherwise, to Freeview recording in the future? 

The Freeview Press Office couldn't help me with 
technical questions. Pace Micro, who made some of the 
first Freeview boxes, told me they were getting out of the 
Freeview business now that the products were commodity 
items. Nokia seemed a likely source of info, as it makes a 
lot of Freeview boxes, but the Nokia Press office didn't 
know what Freeview was. 

It was Pete Jones, MD of Nebula (www.nebula- 
electronics.com), the Freeview PC card manufacturer, who 
came back to me with the most likely scenario. Unlike DVD 
devices, copy protection appears not to be a standards 
requirement for Freeview hardware. However, some 
Freeview boxes may be implementing Macrovision (www. 
macrovision.com), an ugly kluge that messes with the 
automatic gain control (AGC), so that VCRs can’t record a 
clean signal. TVs, on the whole, aren't affected, and digital 
recorders technically shouldn't be either (but read on). 

The chain of events runs something like this... The 
terrestrial digital program arrives with a copyright 
protection bit set somewhere in the digital stream. The 
Freeview box, if it's equipped with Macrovision, will be set 
to apply Macrovision to that particular program as it 
emerges in analogue form from the SCART connector to the 
recorder. This will mess up any attempt to record to a VCR. 
But what happens when you feed this into a DVD recorder? 

An accidental copy protection bit set in the ‘Switchback’ 
digital audio stream had been translated into Macrovision 
protection in the analogue domain of the SCART, and then 
back again into digital copy protection inside the DVD 
recorder. There's not a lot you can do about the DVD 
recorder, but if you're buying a Freeview box, it's worth 
making sure it doesn't include a Macrovision chip. How do 
you find that out? People seem not to want to tell me. 





Chris Bidmead 


chris.bidmead @futurenet.co.uk 


Chris Bidmead has been 
using and writing about 
computers for more years 
than he cares to remember 


*It's as real as a 2004 Longhorn release date 


Transmeta bets future on 3.30 at Haydock 


Wonder in the third.” We paused for a 
moment, watching as Little Wonder burst 
efficiently from the gate, blazing past bitter 
rival Top Banias, feisty newcomer Sempron Fi 
and breezing past the hot new VIA contender 
Soon To Be Glue. “See?” smirked Weekend, 
counting his hundred billion dollar winnings. 
“They said we lacked horsepower!” 
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Sony VAIO VGN-U/0 


The full-blown Windows XP PC that’s the size of a PDA 


Ss claims that its Type U VAIO is 
the world’s smallest Windows XP 
PC. Measuring 167mm across, the 
U70 incorporates a 1GHz Pentium M, 
512MB of RAM, a 20GB HDD and 
802.11bg wireless. USB 2.0, Memory 
Stick and CF interfaces are included 
to provide extra expansion. Weighing 
550g, the U70 is one of a new breed 
of pen-operated handheld PCs 
running XP Home Edition rather than 
the Tablet PC OS. Dynamism.com 
(http://uk.dynamism.com, 0800 
0729160) prices the U70 at £1,692. 








Fair use takes unfair 
beating in CA 


Blizzard and the open source community gear up to practice 
the art of Warcraft... but in America rather than Azeroth 


netd is a fan-created program 
designed to let players of Blizzard 
games set up their own networks 
instead of using the main Battle.net 
server. Blizzards opinion is that it has 
the right to insist that everybody use 
this, and that anything else is 
forbidden by the End User Licence 
Agreement that players have to agree 
to before installing the game. 
~ rtunately for free-use advocates, 
pears that the courts agree. 
n the argument reached court, 
udge determined that the real 
t of the program was to sidestep 
-protection systems rather than 
e legitimate networks. Cue the 
A, and another devastating blow 
‘ers everywhere. 
'ut simply, the court determined 
the EULA trumped both American 
Sale (due to it being a licence, 
‘t than a product) and Fair Use 
. This is very, very bad news. 
sumers have a right to choose 
ʻe and when they want to use 
yroducts they buy,” says Jason 
Iz of the EFF “This ruling gives 
ard the ability to force you to use 
servers whether you want to or 
Copyright law was meant to 
ote competition and creative 
latives, not suppress them.” 


While bnetd can be used to 
bypass copy protection (Blizzard 
products are protected via a serial 
key, primarily for use in online 
games), this was never its main 
function. Games such as Quake and 
Half-Life have thrived due to 
anybody being able to throw open a 
server and customise it with mods 
and other content — something that 
you cant do on a locked-down 
network under somebody elses 
control. Moreover, unlike MMORPG 
games, which have extremely 
high running costs, and rely on 
monthly subscriptions, Battlenet 
is a free service. The ability to 
create alternative networks costs 
Blizzard nothing, except that 
increasingly important level of 
control over its users. 

Exactly where gamers get to beat- 
up their monsters may not seem like 
the most important issue in the PC 
world, but this ruling could have far 
reaching effects. Should EULAs be 
declared to actually have the legal 
weight that companies have always 
claimed (usually incorrectly), the 
balance of power for software 
ownership goes full-tilt towards the 
company, and you'll be paying for it. 
— Richard Cobbett 





IN BRIEF 





=> Linux is a convoluted piracy tool, according 
to Gartner Research. Instead of buying a 
computer with Windows pre-installed, three- 
quarters of people purchasing Linux systems 
are apparently likely to ditch the Penguin in 
favour of a pirated copy of Bill's OS. Open 
source advocates are unimpressed with this 
latest prediction. 
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=} ‘It's an ill wind that blows nobody any good’ 
— hurricanes on the US East Coast suspiciously 
coinciding with a sudden drop in spam hitting 
the UK. The Wizard of Oz is believed to be 
very happy with his new Viagra stash. This 
report comes from Email Systems, which points 
out that this highlights the routing of such mail, 
rather than necessarily its source. 


=> Sony Japan is the first major corporation 
to turn its back on CD copy protection. From 
November, all content will be standard. Also, 
the company's new video downloading 
service appears to be geared towards an 
open system, where you can buy content for 
all of your devices, rather than purchase it 
on the subscription/usage model. 








Information overdose 


The entire world waits at your fingertips, but Richard Cobbett wonders if it might ultimately prove 
more than a handful, as the stress of information overload threatens our personal sanity 


G: it a few years, and | guarantee you'll be able to 
get information addiction remedies over the counter 
at your local pharmacy. A bit like Nicotinell, except 
probably iron masks and straightjackets. Pulling 
information from every corner of the world, having 
everyone you know and everything you want to get 
hold of at your fingertips, twenty four hours a day, can 
be like a drug. Quite literally. 

Here’s a disturbing story from the not-too-distant 
past. Computer-loving Finnish teenagers called up for 
military service this year have found themselves being 
dismissed from service due to Internet addiction. Cut 


“THE EFFECTS MIRRORED DRUG 
USERS SUDDENLY FORCED TO 
GIVE UP THE NEEDLE” 


away from their computers, the kids simply couldn't 
cope; doctors signing the sick forms and sending them 
home as if dealing with drug-users. A scam by the kids 
to avoid conscription? It’s always a possibility, but the 
evidence increasingly suggests otherwise. 

A Harvard scientific study in 2002 used the term 
‘dopamine squirt’ to describe the established mental 
rush of discovering information, warning that it, like all 
drugs, can be addictive. Said connection was further 
put to the test last month by Yahoo!, in which 28 
guinea pig Internet users (figuratively, of course...) were 
made to go cold turkey from the Internet. No email. No 
web. No chance. The effects mirrored drug users 
suddenly forced to give up the needle, from sobbing to 
shaking and outright desperation to hear the words, 
‘You've got maill’ 

Obviously, we're not saying that using a computer 
will turn you into a dribbling digital addict. No, what 
really stands out about the Internet at the moment isn't 
the amount of information available, or the million and 
one ways of accessing it, but rather the increasing 
impossibility of managing it all. Think of household 
chores. With vacuum cleaners and dishwashers and all 
other mod cons, keeping a house tidy should take a 
few minutes. Does it? [Hollow laugh]. Work always 
expands to fill the time you have available and 
information is no different. 

Right now, a glance at my RSS reader software has 
over 7000 unread stories to choose from. That's a hefty 
book worth of news, and it’s updated hourly. Words 






better than your PC,” they'll whine. But what 
the PC industry lacks in white-cased over- 
styling, it more than makes up for with less 
hype and better products. 


pour in constantly from sites that could be anything 
from the BBC to blog sites | don’t even remember 
visiting, all flood in with the latest news, links, 
commentaries and updates. Result? Information 
overload, and that’s without giving most of them a 
cursory glance. Obviously, the answer is to delete them, 
but that opens up the horrible, hideous risk of ‘Missing 
Something Important’. 

Has someone replied on that forum? Is your 
Everquest guild going dragon slaying? Has an important 
email arrived? Is someone talking about your product? 
Things that couldn't matter less in the great scheme of 
things suddenly become critically important for no other 
reason than you could technically know, and who 
would choose ignorance? 

Government, teachers and the media simply adore 
to make a fuss out of nebulous but dangerous- 
sounding threats, like hackers and MP3 pirates and 
paedophiles that your children will never, ever 
encounter, while completely ignoring many of the key 
social issues emerging from all this information and 
always-on connectivity. Put simply, we're taught how to 
find anything we want, but not how to manage 
everything once it’s there in front of us. It’s assumed 
that we all know that part automatically, but really, can 
we be so sure that’s true? Social networking and 
gaming and messaging and finance and blogging, and 
even online photo albums, are all struggling to work 
their tendrils into every conceivable part of life, 
constantly increasing the amount of data being 
pumped into our heads. 

It’s fun. It’s educational. It gives us the chance to do 
things we didn’t know that we could. But it also 
assumes that you can't have too much of a good thing, 
and that’s clearly wrong. Too much water will drown 
you. Oxygen is poisonous. Who knows what effects 
information may have? Right now, we simply don't. 

Of course, much of the problem is inevitably going 
to turn out to be hyperbole. Obviously, reading blogs 
and checking the evening news online isn't going to kill 
you. However, increased stress and the Internet's 
addictive nature is only going to become more visible 
over the next few years, and this means we can't 
afford to avoid the bigger questions about exactly what 
we plan to do with all of our raw data. 

It’s great to be an all-knowing, web-slinging avatar 
of technological superiority, but when the pages pile 
up, the feeds keep bleeping and everything starts 
connecting to everything else with little rhyme or 
reason, perhaps it’s time to become a librarian. 





Richard Cobbett 


richard.cobbett@ futurenet.co.uk 


Richard doesn’t drink, but he’s 
heard it’s a good way of dealing 
with meaningless information 
(except for 80s cartoons 

and bad pop lyrics) 


a Mac Eye for the PC Guy 


C owners have always had to endure the 
taunting of Apple cultists: “My Mac's 


Case #2: Apple iPod. Yes, it has one of 
the best Ul's of any MP3 player, but consider 
Creative's new Zen Touch. At £179, this 20GB 
player is £30 cheaper than the equivalent 
iPod on Amazon. It's smaller, boasts a new 
interface and a massive 24-hour battery life. 
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Is the Internet close to collapse? 


Intel proposes a next generation web, or ‘Internet 2’, to cope with increased web traffic and hacker attacks 


has warned that the Internet is becoming 

dangerously overloaded and could be close 
to collapse. In short, there's a capacity problem. 
As millions of new computer users from 
developing nations begin to get connected, the 
thirty year-old Internet architecture is struggling 
to keep up. Consider this: the current IP version 
4 (IPv4) protocol was standardised in 1978 — 
that was 26 years ago. 

But this is only the half of it. While the 
number of worldwide Internet users is currently 
estimated to be in excess of 800 million (www. 
internetworldstats.com), Gelsinger told the 
Intel Developer Forum (IDF) that the “the 
number of devices on the Internet will grow into 
the tens of billions.” The slow but gradual 
implementation of IPv6 will help to alleviate 
some of the strain, but it's a stop-gap measure. 
It doesn’t address the high-capacity demands of 
VoIP telephony and HDTV broadcasts over the 
web, nor does it tackle existing security and 
reliability issues. What is certain, though, is that 
both users and future web-based applications 
will demand much more bandwidth than the 
current infrastructure currently delivers. 


ntel's Chief Technology Officer Pat Gelsinger 


Time for the Internet version 2? 

So what Gelsinger has proposed is a newer, 
safer and faster Internet. And Intel just happens 
to have one waiting in the wings. Crucially, its 
PlanetLab initiative (www.planet-lab.org) isn't 
a replacement for the Internet. With so much 
revenue and critical data relying on the current 
architecture, it would be impossible to dump the 
ageing TCP/IP protocols completely. The 
PlanetLab project works by using the existing 
Internet infrastructure, but it adds a global 
network of Intel computers on top to attach 
extra functionality to it. 

The goal is to create a 1,000-node network, 
an intelligent platform that can host a variety of 
smart web and grid computing services. Today's 
Internet services are linked to local servers; if a 
server goes down, you lose the service. The 
PlanetLab approach shares services across the 
global network, so if a server goes down, the 
service remains up and running, as the load is 
dynamically re-routed to other PlanetLab nodes. 

“When I get my network service from an ISP” 
says Gelsinger, “I'm essentially renting a slice of 
a whole bunch of Cisco routers. In the future, 


Number of worldwide Internet users 


Sources: Nua Ltd (www.nua.ie) and Internet World Stats (www.internetworldstats.com) 


500 million 





800 million 
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when | get a PlanetLab service, I'll be getting a 
slice — a virtual machine of a whole bunch of 
PlanetLab servers that are built into the 
network. [Such] a planetary-scale overlay of 
computational services would open the Internet 
up to a new era of innovation while 
complementing other Internet initiatives. The 
network would have a global view of the 
network itself.” 


It’s alive! It’s alive! 

The idea of a ‘self-aware’ Internet is arguably 
the most interesting element of PlanetLab. Intel, 
for example, has been developing a service to 
improve the overall security and efficiency of 
the Internet. Dubbed PHI (Public Health for the 
Internet), PlanetLab users monitor the condition 
of the network and share 
the data among each other. 
As a result, as Gelsinger 
explains, the network can 
“see the transactions, the 
trends, the different attacks 
and services and viruses on 
the Internet and begin to 
self-respond.” 

At IDF, Gelsinger 
demonstrated how viruses 
could be identified and 
tracked across the 
PlanetLab network. PHI is 


1 billion 





based on what Intel calls PIER (Peer-to-Peer 
Information Exchange and Retrieval). This is a 
massively distributed query system, a software 
tool that measures the health of the Internet 
and provides connected machines with info 
about the latest worms, viruses, and the IP 
addresses of machines that are attacking other 
machines in large numbers. Each computer 
running the P2P tool, therefore, contributes to an 
overall picture of the Internet's status. 

“Imagine that we took PHI,” says Gelsinger, 
“and said we're going to notify the firewalls of 
corporations of the IP addresses for the top ten 
current attackers on an ongoing basis. And 
they'd be dynamically updating their firewalls to 
just block those top ten. [We estimate that] 60 
per cent of service attacks would be eliminated 
before they ever hit the corporate network.” 

Whatever way you look at it, the web needs 
an overhaul. “The Internet has some rigid 
technical aspects, which make it slow and hard 
to implement improvements,” adds Joerg 
Hennig, VP Networks and Datacentre at web 
host 1&1 Internet. “The Internet itself is built on 
a layered structure, so the idea of building an 
overlay to the Internet appears to be a practical 
way to make enhancements. However, with 
dynamic content in particular, there are still a lot 
of unanswered questions and challenges to 
assure a consistent distribution.” 

Dean Evans 


Illustration: Stuart Harrison 





An Eastern Eye 


Our friend in the Far East brings us new high-tech gadgetry 


Sony PlayStation Portable games console, £155 
We hardly need to tell you about the latest round 
of handheld wars in the ultra-competitive gaming 
arena, but Sony's attractive PlayStation Portable 
(PSP) was a monster hit when it debuted at the 
Tokyo Game Show in late September. Early 
impressions are that the handheld console 
reproduces an experience similar to that offered by 
the PS2, with popular titles such as Metal Gear 
Solid 3 appearing faithful to those on the bigger 
console. Games aside, the PSP can also play digital 
music (possibly MP3, if Sony is to be believed) and 
movies ported from a PC. Gaming battery life is 
claimed to be eight hours, while movies may 
reduce that to a mere two and a half hours. Due in 
Europe in early 2005. 


Panasonic D-Snap multimedia devices, £155 
The D-Snap line-up from Panasonic has just been 
augmented with two new 3.2-megapixel cameras 
— the SV-AS30 and AS3. Both models record video 
at 30fps in MPEG-4, with the option of 16:9 ratio 
images in a claimed HDTV mode. The main 
difference between the two is that the AS30 is 
less than one centimetre thick, while the AS3 is 
chunkier but has a better battery — 36 hours of 
audio playback, in fact, compared to half that from 
the AS30. Intriguingly, as well as the usual AAC/ 
WMA/MP3 capability, both D-Snap cameras can 
function as portable media players capable of 
showing anything dumped to a standard SD card. 
The 1.5in LCD might curb ones enthusiasm 
somewhat, though. 


Check out Mark’s favourite site, 





J. Mark Lytle 


jmark.lytle@futurenet.co.uk 


www.chinmusicpress.com 





Sharp V902SH camera phone, £155 

Finally, we have a cool Japanese mobile phone 
that is guaranteed to be available in the UK. In 
other words, the promise of 3G is not simply being 
ignored for once. Sharps V902SH is being released 
in Japan on the Vodafone network around 
Christmas time, and its one of the first domestic 
W-CDMA phones that is intended for export too. 
Along with the other six phones in the range, the 
902SH uses MMS and WAP 2.0, in keeping with 
most GSM handsets. On the goodies front, Sharp 
has shoehorned in the 202-megapixel CCD and 
2x optical zoom that Japanese phone freaks 
already know and love. The phone is designed to 
be held in landscape (see below), instead of the 
usual portrait position for taking shots. 





Powering computers with spinach 


MIT blends biological materials with silicon circuitry. Are Intel and AMD watching? 


t might not look revolutionary, but MIT researchers 

have created the world’s first solid-state 
photosynthetic solar cell. The prototype chip 
(pictured) incorporates a plants ability to convert 
sunlight into energy, and such technology may well 
be used to power portable devices in the future. 

At the heart of this solar cell is a protein complex 
derived from spinach chloroplasts: “a spinach plant 
is extremely efficient,” said Deborah Halber at the 
MIT News Office, “churning out a lot of energy 
relative to Its size and weight... But if organic solar 
cells are to be practical for commercial devices, they 
need to be integrated with solid-state electronics.” 

MIT's achievement is incredible when you 
consider that the spinach proteins require water and 
Salt to stay alive, both of which are deadly to 
Silicon electronics. MIT's prototype overcomes this as 


=> Firefox moved from version 0.9 to the 
full version 1.0, providing an open source 
alternative to Microsoft's ageing Internet 
Explorer software. Microsoft says that it 


currently has no plans to revamp its browser 
until the release of Longhorn in 2006. SP2 
does address some IE security concerns, but 
it doesn't help non-Windows XP PCs. 


it doesnt contain any water; instead, it relies on a 
detergent peptide to keep the proteins intact. The 
vital spinach proteins, sitting on an organic 
semiconductor, are sandwiched between a thin 
layer of gold and a bottom layer of metal. By 
shining laser light onto this sandwich, the light is 
converted into electrical current. 

A cell is ineffective on its own, but if used in 
combination they could have a projected power 
conversion efficiency of around 20 per cent, and be 
perfect as a back-up power source. 

“We've successfully integrated a photosynthetic 
protein molecular complex with a solid-state 
electronic device,” said Marc A. Baldo, assistant 
professor at MIT. “They're the smallest electronic 
circuits | know of.” 

Jerry Donlan 


=> And speaking of browsers... Microsoft's 
Unpopular Strategies department is in the 
news again after Redmond announced that 
security upgrades to Internet Explorer would 
only be available for Windows XP users. This 
will come as a blow to stubborn followers of 
Windows 98 and 2000, and may well push 
more people to Firefox and Opera. 





=> Need to test the prowess of your 

PC's graphics card? Futuremark Corporation 
has now updated its respected graphics 
benchmarking software, releasing the new 
3DMark 2005 for DirectX 9 testing. You can 
get hold of the new 3DMark 2005 standard 
simply by logging onto the Futuremark 
Corporation website, www.futuremark.com. 
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Microsoft Media Center 2005 


Microsoft's new MCE strategy promises cheap Media Center PCs and ‘build it yourself’ opportunities 


Miser: decision to widen the availability 
of its Media Center 2005 software to the 
system builder channel will ultimately lead to 
cheaper Media Center PCs, new form factors 
and DIY Media Center kits. While Microsoft has 
made no truly dramatic changes to the 2005 
edition of the software, its friendlier OEM 
strategy will finally enable consumers to build 
their own Media Center systems or upgrade 
their existing PCs. 

By restricting the availability of Media 
Center Edition 2004 to new PCs, Microsoft 
avoided the incompatibility problems 
associated with a multitude of different 
upgrade scenarios: PCs without TV tuners, PCs 
with unsupported TV tuners, and so on. In 
contrast, the new 2005 edition has been 
designed to disable menu functions if a system 
doesn't have the necessary hardware installed. 
So, no TV tuner, no My TV option. 

It's this modular approach that has enabled 
Microsoft to push MCE out to a larger number of 
OEMs and web retailers. Andy Johnson, 
Technical Manager at Disking International 
(www.diskingcomputers.co.uk) explains: “The 
Microsoft System Builder licence allows us to 
supply OEM versions of Microsoft software with 
a non-peripheral computer hardware 
component. [This] is a component that is 
essential to running a computer system, such 
as memory, internal devices and drives, mice 
and keyboards, and power supplies. It 
obviously excludes items such as ink cartridges 
and consumables.” 

At the time of going to press, Disking 
International has set its initial pricing for 
system builders at £100 (inc VAT) for an OEM 
Microsoft Windows XP Media Center 2005/EN 
CD. The Microsoft remote and IR receiver 
for Media Center 2005 will add an extra 
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Microsoft Media Center 2005 adds an MSN Messenger client plus CD/DVD burning 


— a feature that was missing from the last version. 


£30 (inc VAT). Consumers can pick up a 
bundle pack including the Media Center 
software, remote and receiver, plus a 
7200rpm Seagate Barracuda 120 hard disk 
drive for £185 (inc VAT). 


The good, the bad 

So what can you expect from Microsoft Media 
Centre 2005? As you can see here, there's been 
no real change to the user interface. Microsoft 
has retained the cool blue colour scheme and 
the familiar scrolling menu. The 2005 edition 
does, however, add pop-out thumbnails of 
recently accessed files. Think of it as a visual 
‘resume’ option, enabling you to quickly jump 
back to a photo, a music track or TV/video 
footage. Beyond 
cosmetic 
improvements to 
the TV guide, and 
support for HDTV 
and 71 surround 
sound, MCE 2005 


MediaCenter $ 


| ‘Sync To Device’ 
functionality that's 


The Start menu now features ‘pop-out’ thumbnail pictures of recently accessed photos, 


video or music to streamline navigation. 
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also offers the new 


| Agel to Qorug 
Create CO/DVD 


Elia brides 


| Plapliste 


present in SiN 
Windows Media [ee 
Player 10. This a 
enables you to ' 
effortlessly share 
content with a 
Portable Media 
Center or to shunt media to a similar 
compatible device. The ‘More Programs’ option 
also features a new MCE-specific MSN 
Messenger client and a CD/DVD authoring 
application. Ideally, this means that you can 
now archive recorded TV, photos and music to 
disc, although the copyright protection system 
will block the transfer of any unlicensed files. 


Sky's the limit 
As slick as MCE 2005 is, what it still doesn't 
have is support for Sky TV. Although Microsoft 
says it is talking to the satellite broadcaster, 
the improvements to the Media Center 
software (and Microsoft's future plans for it) 
surely clash with Sky's own interactive services 
and Sky+ PVR. Microsoft has also neglected to 
add a playlist creator (so you still need to drop 
out to Media Player 10 to select tracks), while 
surely adding a built-in email client would 
have been a no-brainer? 

Nevertheless, Microsoft has big plans for 
Media Center. There are plans to evolve the 
Online Spotlight option to connect to MSN Music 


| and CinemaNow!, with additional web services, 
/ such as pizza delivery and home shopping, a 


distinct possibility. The 2004 edition already had 
access to third-party applications, such as 
games and an alarm clock. Look out for a 
hands-on test in next month's PC Plus. 

Dean Evans 
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We tried two types of group 
panel. On the left is a Visual 


Creating a 
collapsible panel 
that can be used to 
contain other .NET 
controls 





In this new series, Huw Collingbourne shows us how to create a 





hen you create a complex application, chances 
D are you'll end up with a complex user interface 
3 BEGINNER with dozens, or even hundreds of separate 
Creating NET controls is buttons and controls scattered across numerous 


much simpler than you 


may think! toolbars, forms and dialog boxes. In an attempt to 


impose some order on this chaos, application 
developers often group related controls onto tabbed 
pages. For example, if you select Tools | Options in 
Visual Studio .NET, . ; . : 
Giailided arsncier G Microsoft Word, you'll be presented with a dialog 
development tool; the containing up to a dozen tabbed pages. There are, 
Microsoft C# compiler, the however, alternatives to tabs and we'll look at some of 
NET 1.1 framework them this month. 


In recent years, several software companies have 
championed new ways of organising controls into easy to 
use groups. Macromedia and Adobe use collapsible panels 
to group controls, icons and options in their graphic and 
web design applications. The animation program 3D Studio 
Max uses collapsible group boxes, while the form designer 
in Microsoft Visual Studio uses the Toolbox to arrange sets 
of controls on vertically sliding panels. 

Unfortunately for us, Visual Studio doesn’t come with 
any ready-to-use controls that emulate the features of 
these various types of collapsible and slidable panels and 


Studio-style Toolbox panel and group boxes. This means we'll either have to do everything 
on the right, a collapsible panel. with tabs or we're going to have to program an alternative 


from scratch. In this series, we'll do both! 

Before getting into detailed coding, 
we have to decide on precisely the type 
of collapsible or scrollable control we 


Click Me T l ! 
al want to develop. While we don't plan to 


create a slavish copy of the user interface 


label2 elements found in commercial software 





(these are frequently patented and we 
really can't afford the legal fees!), we 
would like to adopt some of their 
essential features. In particular, wed like 
to have some way of hiding and 
revealing groups of controls with the click 
of a mouse. 


E Hide and seek Load up the Test.sin 
solution. You'll see that I've created a 
form containing two panels, each of 
which has a button at the top and a 
random selection of labels and text 
underneath. The label and text controls 
represent any arbitrary group of controls 
that we want to be able to hide and 
show by clicking the button. Run the 
program and try it out. 

First, click the button in the left-hand 
panel. You'll see that this scrolls 
downwards, taking the grouped controls 
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useful new control to reduce the clutter on a crowded form 


with it and revealing some other controls previously hidden. 
Click the button again and it scrolls back to Its original 
position. In essence, this is a simple attempt at a Visual 
Studio-like scrolling Toolbox. Next, click the button on the 
second panel. This time, the button stays where it is and 
the panel itself collapses beneath it, hiding all the controls. 
Click it a second time and the panel expands to its original 
side and once again reveals the controls. 

In their present form, neither of these panels has 
anything more than a basic set of features. Moreover, 
theyre both hard-coded into this specific projects code, so 
theyre not easily reused. In short, this project is no more 
than a programming ‘scratchpad’ where I've tried a few 
experiments in order to get a very rough idea of how the 
controls might look and work. Before proceeding to 
develop one of these further, lets see what's going on 
behind the scenes. 


A Clock and scroll Double-click the left-hand button to 
find the buttonl_Click() method in the editor. You'll see that 
this does nothing more than set a Ims interval for the 
timerl control, and call its Start() method to set it ticking. 
The timer is shown as a little clock icon beneath the form 
design and its not visible during program execution. The 
real work is done in the timerl_Tick() method which 
executes with each tick of the timer. Incidentally, a lms 
interval is somewhat theoretical and theres no guarantee 
that .NET will give sufficient priority to timer events to 
process ticks at this rate. If you set the interval from one to 
10, you'll find that the animation controlled by timer ticks 
doesn't run 10 times slower! 

Incidentally, there are Timer objects available on both 
the Windows Forms and the Components pages of the 
Visual Studio Toolbox. Either of these can be used in a 
project. Our timerl is the Windows Forms timer, while 
timer2 is the Components timer. The most important 
difference between the two Timers is that the one from the 
Components palette responds to an Elapsed event rather 
than to a Tick event. For a discussion of these Timers, refer 
to the section called ‘The Three Timers’. 

Our scrollable panel, OuterPanel, contains a second 
panel, InnerPanel, that contains both the ‘Click Me’ button 
and a third panel on which the various controls have been 
placed. When timerl responds to each Tick event in timerl_ 
Tick(), it moves the InnerPanel up or down depending on 
whether the Boolean atlop variable is True or not, as It is 
when buttonl is at the top of the panel. It moves 
InnerPanel down in 10-pixel increments until its Top 
position is no longer less than a value stored in the endpos 
variable. When the button is at the bottom of the panel, 
InnerPanel is moved up in 10-pixel increments until its Top 
is no longer greater than the value of startpos. You can see 
how the values of startpos and endpos are initialised in 
Forml_Load(). As a bit of added window dressing, we've 
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So what is C#? 


Microsoft's latest, most innovative programming 
language to date. Not simply a rehash of C++, it 
provides unprecedented control over Microsoft 
Windows and your own modern programs. 


Previous to learning the 
intricacies of programming, 

Huw thought C# involved the 
prescription of stronger spectacles 


added an up arrow or down arrow character to the small 
arrowbtn control. 


E A state of collapse Now look at the panel on the 
right. This one implements a collapsible group that rolls 
itself upwards and downwards like a Venetian blind. Once 
again, all the real work is done by the Timer. When the 
panel, CollapsePanel, is in its expanded state, the timer2_ 
Elapsed() method reduces its height in increments of 10 
pixels per Elapsed event until there are no more than 10 
pixels left to go: 


if (CollapsePanel .Height 
>(ContractedHeight+10) ) 
CollapsePanel.Height -=10; 


At this point, the else clause executes and sets the panel 
height to an exact value, previously saved in the Contracted 
Height variable: 


CollapsePanel.Height = ContractedHeight; 


You may wonder why we add 10 to ContractedHeight in the 
if clause. This is to allow for the fact that the panel height 
may not be divisible by 10. If we failed to add 10 in the if 
test, the panel could expand beyond the height defined by 
ContractedHeight and would seem to ‘bounce’ as we finally 
resize it. Our code avoids this bounce. The code that 
executes when the panel resizes is broadly similar. Once 
again, the ExpandedHeight and ContractedHeight values 
are assigned in Forml_Load(). 


O Building a control We slightly prefer the collapsible 

group to the scrollable panel and so we've decided to turn 
this into a reusable control. To create a control, we need to 
Start a new Windows Control Library project. In order to be 


Using scrollable panels 


{@ Visual Basic Projects 
£y Visual C# Projects 
{@ Setup and Deployment Projects 


Smart Device ASP.NET Web ASP.NET Web 





[A project for creating controls to use in Windows applications 

recone [cavum Programmng\ce@3 z] Brose. | 
€ Add to Solution (* Close Solution 

Project will be created at C:\Huw \Programming\C #\223\WindowsControlLibrary 1. 


m en e o e 


When you begin work on a user control, select ‘Windows Control 
Library’ as your project type. You can later alter the ancestor 
class of your control in the code editor. 








able to test the control as we go along, its a good idea to 
add a regular Windows Application project to the solution. 
We've done this in the TestCtrl.sin solution. 

The control was designed in the form design 
workspace and coded in the editor as normal. You 
probably won't be able to see the visual design of the 
control. We'll explain why this is in a moment. First, look at 
the code. It's broadly similar to the code in our last project 
apart from the fact that we make adjustments to the 
control itself (using the keyword, this) rather than to a 
specific panel. We've also added two properties, 
ButtonText and ContractedButton Text, which will appear in 
the Properties panel and enable the user to assign 
different text for the default expanded state and the 
collapsed state. 

The main problem with the control designer is that the 
resulting UserControl can't have other controls dragged 
onto it at design time. But this is a necessary requirement 


Give some of our controls a trial run to see how they can simplify a user interface 


You can see our CollapsiblePanel controls 
in the TestApp application that forms part 
of the TestCtrl solution. Make sure 
TestApp is the start-up project. You can 
do this by right-clicking its name in the 
Solution Explorer and making a selection 
from the pop-up menu before running 
run the application. 

We've used multiple instances of the 
CollapsiblePanel control. Each contains a 
number of standard Windows Form 
controls, such as buttons and text boxes. 
Moreover, some CollapsiblePanel controls 
even contain other CollapsiblePanel 
controls. For example, on the left of the 
form, you can see that the Options panel 
contains an Advanced Options panel. The 


user can click the button at the top of 
either of these panels to scroll it out of 
sight and reveal the underlying panel. 
The Advanced Options panel even 
contains a Tab control, one page of which 
contains yet another CollapsiblePanel 
control. And, just to round the whole 
thing off, the entire set of controls has 
been placed inside one big 
CollapsiblePanel. Click the horizontal grey 
button towards the top of the form to 
scroll everything out of sight. 

While this application doesn’t do 
anything useful, it does illustrate how 
our CollapsiblePanel control might be 
used selectively to hide the clutter of a 
complex application, or a dialog box 


containing numerous options. Notice that 
when you select a CollapsiblePanel 
control on the form, the Properties page 
lets you adjust all the standard panel 
properties, such as BackColor and 
BorderStyle. 

You may also notice that any controls 
contained by a Collapsible Panel appear 
to remain in their original position as the 
panel scrolls up and down. If you prefer 
the controls to slide up and down with 
the panel itself, change their Anchor 
properties from the default Top, Left to 
Bottom, Left. They'll then scroll in 
parallel with the bottom of the panel. 
We've set this property for the Tab control 
on the Advanced Options panel. E 


If you want to create a 
Toolbox-like sliding page 
control, you can continue to 
develop our sample code in 
the Test.sin solution. You'll 
need to add an event-handler 
to the arrowhead button so 
that a page can be scrolled up 
and down in increments. You'll 
also need to work out how 
multiple pages will stack 
themselves beneath one 
another. If you want to carry 
on developing our user control, 
consider ways of improving its 
appearance and functionality. 
For example, you might add 
‘open’ and ‘close’ graphics to 
the button or have a property 
that enables the user to select 
a scrolling speed. 





Here, you can see the 
‘Advanced Options’ panel in 
our test application is in the 
process of being collapsed. 
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Cc# 


i) timeri 





The two Timer objects in our 
Test solution may look very 
similar but they are, in fact, 
subtly different... 








{Name} collapsiblePanel? 

There are a few niceties that DrawGrid True 
we've dealt with when GridSize 8,8 
designing forms and controls Locked False 
in this month's projects. For Modifiers Private 
example, in the Test.sIn SnapToGrid True 
solution, we've used up and KE ee H: Fom 
down arrowhead characters as | PEL, CausesValidation True 
the text of the arrowbtn | | Æ 0 n 2 83 Elis 

16 17 18 19 20 Layout 
button. The arrowheads form | i 23 24 2 2% 27 


Anchor Top, Left 


part of the character set of the 30 31 


Arial font. However, in order to 
save these characters with the 
project, you have to specify a 
Unicode encoding in the 
Advanced Save Options (these 


= Today: 09/08/2004 AutoScrall False 


AuteScrollMargin 0,0 
0, 0 
None 





are available from the File 0, 24 
menu when the code editor is | 264, 520 
visible). In the TestCtrl.sIn 
solution, we've set a number ButtonText Options [-] 
of the properties of the ContractedButtonText Options [+] 
CollapsiblePanel controls $$. $$ ____— 
that we've added to the Our test application contains a number of collapsible panel You can adjust the appearance of our controls in the ‘Properties’ 
TestApp form. Apart from controls. To expand or collapse the panels, click the horizontal panel. Many properties are derived from the Panel component 
the ButtonText and button at the top of each panel in turn. but we've also created two additional proprieties. 
ContractedButtonText 
properties that we defined, the of our control. After all, this is meant to be an expandable of the Toolbox. You can drop it onto the form of any 
properties are all provided by control group. Necessarily, therefore, the programmer will projects in the current solution, or you can install it for 
the Panel class from which our Want to be able to place controls onto it! future use into a page of the Toolbox, as explained in the 
i We've used a dirty but effective hack to accomplish section called ‘Installing User Controls’. In the current 
this. Having designed the user control, we've changed the solution, you'll see that we've already added some of our 
class definition to make it descend from the Panel class scrollable panel controls to the TestApp project. Refer to 
rather than the UserControl class. This means that you can ‘Using Scrollable Panels’ for more information. 
now drop other controls on to it in the form designer. In this month's project, we've created a reusable 
Having programmed the basic However, the control's visual design is no longer control with remarkably little programming effort. However, 
functionality of the control, accessible. The moral is: don't change the control's while it may work quite well, it doesnt really look that 
we'll concentrate on making it ancestor until you've finished designing it! Your new good. Next month, we'll attempt to give our control a 
look good! control should now appear on the ‘My User Controls’ page thorough makeover! PCP 


Installing user controls 


Once you've built a control, you need to install it into the form designer's Toolbox 





When you create and build a Windows this, right-click the Visual Studio Toolbox, the ‘Misc’ category in the Properties 
Control Library project, your control select ‘Add Tab’ and enter a name panel. In Visual Studio, you can either 
automatically appears in the ‘My User directly into the new tab. In C*Builder, add properties long-hand by entering 
Controls’ palette of the Toolbox. By you would right-click the ‘Tool’ palette the get and set modifiers yourself, or 
default, it'll be called UserControl1 and it and select ‘Add New Category’. Now, you can use the property wizard. To use 
will vanish from the Toolbox when you with the new page activated, right-click this, select the class name in the ‘Class 
start work on a different project. and select ‘Add/Remove Items’. Click View’ panel, right-click to pop up a 
: In order to make your control ‘Browse’ and navigate to the directory menu, select Add | Add property. In the 
We're installing our collapsible available at all times, you should install containing your control. By default, this dialog box, enter a name and type for 
panel control by selecting its it permanently into a palette. The first will be \bin\debug beneath your source your property. The wizard generates a 
DLL and adding it to the .NET thing to do is to give the control a more directory. Select the DLL file there and dummy property with an empty set 
Framework Components. descriptive name. Do this by selecting click ‘OK’ to import it. The control will accessor and a null or 0 return value 
the ‘User Control’ in its design now be installed into your new tab page from the get accessor. You now have to 
workspace and setting its Name in the and is ready to use. define an internal field to be accessed by 
Properties panel. When you use it, note that our two the property. You may want to use our 
You may want to create a new custom properties, ButtonText and Propertioes.sin solution to experiment 
Toolbox page for your controls. To do ContractedButtonText, are grouped into with this feature. E 
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C++ WORKSHOP 


An introduction to 
managed DirectX 


A 2 HRS 00 MINS 
5 INTERMEDIATE 
Assumes some familiarity 


with NET and Win32 
programming 
































A .NET compatible C++ 
development system 


A .NET compatible C++ 
development system. You 
can download one from 
http://msdn.microsoft. 
com/vstudio 


O) 


=) http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 





What is DirectX? How is it installed? How do we configure VS.NET 
for it? Dave Jewell looks at DirectX from a programmer's perspective 


his month, we introduce the latest managed 
Q version of DirectX and discuss its various 

capabilities and what it can do for you as a 
developer. We also cover how to install the latest version 
of DirectX and how to configure VS.NET to work with it. 
We'll also examine the source code of some of the DirectX 
sample applications and tutorials that Microsoft provides, 
and highlight the building blocks that are needed when 
putting together a simple DirectX program. 





This is the start of a new four-part tutorial that looks at the 
latest incarnation of DirectX, and how to call it from a NET 
C++ application. Early versions of DirectX wouldn't enable you 
to do this but the latest incarnation, DirectX 9c, is supported 
by .NET. This means you can create .NET applications with 
rich multimedia content. For obvious reasons, DirectX is 
particularly loved by games developers! 

But first, what exactly is DirectX? In a nutshell, DirectX is 
technology designed to provide high performance 
multimedia services to application programs. If you have fast 
gtaphics-accelerated hardware (whether 2D or 3D), DirectX 
implements a mechanism for making this functionality 
available to your software in a hardware-independent 
manner, and in a way that doesn't require you to start 
messing around at device driver level. In addition to graphics, 
DirectX encompasses sound output and sound mixing, as 
well as joysticks, mice and keyboard input. As mentioned, 
the latest version of DirectX can be called directly from 
managed code .NET executables, which makes it particularly 
interesting from our perspective. 


B Installing DirectX on your development machine 
Before we can work with DirectX, we obviously have to install 
it on our development machine. To do this, go to the official 





Battlefield Vietnam is one of many terrific games that use DirectX 
technology to implement their amazing graphics effects. More 
info can be found at www.eagames.com/official/battlefield/ 
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Microsoft DirectX homepage for developers, which you can 
find at http://msdn.microsoft.com/directx 

On the right-hand side of the screen, you'll see a box 
called ‘Related Links’. Click the ‘DirectX Downloads’ link and 
you'll be taken to another page (this is all part of Microsoft's 
extensive MSDN site for developers — follow my instructions 
or you'll get lost, just as | did!). Here, you'll find all DirectX- 
related downloads. The one you want is called ‘DirectX 90 
SDK Update — (Summer 2004)’ and it's dated 26 July 2004, 
although of course, Microsoft may change this in time. 

Now for the bad news: the file were downloading, dxsdk_ 
sum2004.exe, is 233MB! You shouldn't even think about it 
unless you have a broadband connection! That said, | really 
think that, these days, serious developers should be using 
broadband (see my comments in Developing Trends, PC Plus 
222, to understand why). | waited until late at night, kicked off 
the download and went to bed! Please dont worry that end- 
users of your DirectX applications have to download this 
monstrosity. This is the SDK were talking about — specific to 
software development. Deployment issues for end-users are 
far less bulky. 

When you run the EXE file, you'll be prompted to input a 
temporary directory to decompress the SDK (it's a self- 
extracting executable). After the various files have been 
extracted (all 3146 of them), the set-up program will run. 
Eventually, you'll be asked to restart your computer to 
complete the necessary changes. Do so now. 


Ei Testing your DirectX installation At this point, we've 
installed the SDK that, incidentally, includes the DirectX 
runtime. This means we should now be able to run a DirectX 
application. To try this out, go to the Start menu and you 
should see a new item called ‘Microsoft DirectX 90 SDK 
Update (Summer 2004)’. This leads to a submenu of various 
goodies, including the DirectX Sample Browser. This is a 
special program that showcases the various DirectX samples 
included as a part of the SDK. You can see the sample 
browser running in the accompanying screenshot. 

Testing your DirectX installation is straightforward. Simply 
select one of the items in the browser that has an 
accompanying ‘Executable’ hyperlink. (Make sure the Samples 
checkbox is checked on the left-hand side of the window.) 

I'm assuming that youre using VS.NET 2003 as your 
development system. Most of the Microsoft samples and other 
DirectX projects available on the Internet should load and build 
first time when used with this IDE. In fact, if VS.NET 2003 was 
detected when you installed the DirectX SDK, then a set of 
DirectX extensions for VS.NET will already have been installed. 
You'll see the presence of these extensions displayed on the 
VS.NET splash screen the next time you launch the IDE. 


E Building DirectX sample projects Thanks to the 
Microsoft Sample Browser, installing and building the 
sample projects is straightforward. Click one of the ‘Install 
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Project’ links and the relevant project files will be created, 
usually under the following default directory location: c:\ 
Documents and Settings\your-user-name\My Documents\ 


Visual Studio Projects. 


You can now open up the project in VS.NET, build the 
application and off you go. For the remainder of this months 
tutorial, were going to cheat by examining the C# code for 
Jutoriall, the simplest of the various Microsoft-supplied demo 
programs included with the SDK. Next month, we'll convert 
this to C++ and flesh it out with some more goodies, learning 
about vertices and other exotica along the way. 

Unlike a conventional WinForms application, the form 
constructor doesn't call InitializeComponents. This is chiefly 
because there aren't any components to Initialise. Instead, 
the entire surface of the form is given over to the DirectX 
display surface. The code that takes care of this Is: 


public bool InitializeGraphics () 


{ 


try 


{ 


// Now let’s setup our D3D stuff 


PresentParameters params = new 
PresentParameters () ; 


params .Windowed = true; 


params.SwapEffect = SwapEffect.Discard; 
device = new Device (0, DeviceType.Hardware, 
this, CreateFlags.SoftwareVertexProcessing, 


params) ; 

return true; 

catch (DirectXException) 
return false; 


Managed DirectX — under the hood 


a) 
m j- com Of ; 





The Microsoft DirectX Sample Browser provides easy access to 
the various tutorials, samples, utilities and articles included with 
the DirectX SDK. Most of these are fantastic to watch! 


The InitializeGraphics form method is called from the static 
Main routine that forms the entry point of the application. 
This is done once the form constructor has been called. 
The form is derived from the WinForms Form class just like 
a plain-vanilla application window but it contains no 


WinForms components. 
The PresentParameters class is used to describe certain 
aspects of the DirectX display configuration. In this case, we 


set the Windowed field to true to indicate that the 
application is running windowed. Similarly, the SwapEffect 
field is used to describe how the application swaps from 
one buffer to the next when displaying animations. Since 
this simple program doesnt display anything other than an 
empty drawing surface, setting this field to SwapEffect. 
Discard minimises runtime overheads. Finally, a new 
drawing device, of type Device is created using the 


More on wrappers, assemblies and the Microsoft .NET folder 


We seem to talk about wrappers quite a 
lot! This is inevitable because of the 
nature of the beast: using managed C++, 
it's necessary to provide a managed 
code wrapper So as to access 
unmanaged services from .NET. Strictly 
speaking, Managed DirectX (frequently 
referred to as MDX) isn't really 
‘managed’ — we're simply talking to a 
set of managed code assemblies that 
wrap the unmanaged DirectX code and 
provide a neat object-oriented user 
interface to higher level code written in 
C#, VB.NET or managed C++. 

For the technically curious, the 
managed code assemblies used by 
DirectX are located in a folder of their 


own — ‘Managed DirectX’ — beneath the 
familiar ‘Microsoft.NET’ folder in the 
Windows directory. As with the .NET 
frameworks, there are a series of sub- 
folders, one for each version of 
Managed DirectX. At the present time, 
there's only one version of Managed 
DirectX (9.02.2904) and this is where the 
various DirectX assemblies reside. 
You'll probably notice that there are 
nine different assemblies that come to a 
total of around 4MB. It should be 
obvious that these assemblies should 
be present on the target machine, 
otherwise the MDX application won't 
run. You'll also see that, for each 
assembly, there's a corresponding XML 


file. These XML files are used to 
provide per-method documentation 
on each of the possible MDX calls. 
This documentation is subsequently 
displayed by the Intellisense system 
in VS.NET, provided that the Managed 
DirectX extensions for VS.NET have 
been installed. 

You can use the presence of the 
‘Managed DirectX’ directory to 
determine whether or not DirectX has 
been installed, and by enumerating the 
sub-folders of this directory, you can 
figure out what versions of MDX are 
present. This information might be 
important to you when installing your 
own software. E 





Version 9c of DirectX has only 
been around since this 
summer, yet DirectX 9 has 
been around for quite some 
time. There are already several 
books that deal specifically 
with version 9 from a managed 
code point of view. The first of 
these is ‘Managed DirectX 9 — 
Graphics and Game 
Programming’, published by 
Sams and written by Tom 
Miller, and available from 
www.amazon.co.uk as a half 
price bargain (£13 plus 
postage). Another book, ‘.NET 
Game Programming with 
DirectX 9’, by Alexandre Santos 
Lobao et al, costs £25 and is 
published by Apress. 

Other books include 
‘Introduction to 3d Game 
Engine Design: Using DirectX 9 
and C# by Lynn Thomas 
Harrison, also published by 
Apress and available from 
Amazon at £22. These books 
are not the only DirectX 9 titles 
available but, as far as | know, 
they're the only ones that deal 
specifically with version 9 from 
a managed code perspective. 





These nine DLLs act as the 


managed code interface between 
your .NET application and the 
underlying DirectX engine. 
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Last month, | mentioned the 
Code Project website that 
contains a vast assortment of 
programming tutorials, some 
of which are for managed C++. 
If you can't wait until next 
month and want to try out 
some real live game 
programming, have a look 
at the 3D Tetris project at 
www.codeproject.com/ 
managedcpp/ Tetris3D.asp 
There are three other Code 
Project pages that relate to 
managed DirectX 
programming, though they use 
C# rather than managed C++. 
These are www.codeproject. 
com/cs/media/mdx_tutorial1. 
asp, www.codeproject.com/ 
cs/media/mdxtutorial2.asp 
and www.codeproject.com/ 
cs/media/invasioncsharp.asp 


We'll delve into the mysteries 
of DirectX and look at classes, 
methods and objects that 
comprise managed code. 





The DirectX SDK includes many 
sample applications, some 
written as Win32 applications 
using unmanaged C++. 
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Once you've installed the Software Development Kit, the DirectX 
Extensions for VS.NET will announce their presence the next time 


you see the VS.NET 2003 splash screen. 


aforementioned present parameters. The other significant 
code is the Render method. This is called from an 
overloaded OnPaint handler whenever the window content 


needs to be redrawn: 


private void Render () 


{ 


if (device == null) return; 


//Clear the backbuffer to a blue color 
device.Clear (ClearFlags.Target, System. 


Drawing.Color.Blue, 1.0f, 0); 
//Begin the scene 


device.BeginScene() ; 


// Rendering of scene objects can happen here 


//End the scene 
device.EndScene() ; 


device.Present(); 


} 


Visual Studio.net __ 


Microsoft 
Visual C++ NET 
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This slide (taken from Microsoft's 
developer resource materials), 
discusses future DirectX audio 
operation under Longhorn. 





HA D3D Tutorial 01: CreateDevice 





This simple tutorial creates an empty display surface and fills it 
with blue. Next month, we'll convert everything to C++ and 
create a much more interesting scene! 


If the device initialisation failed for any reason, then Render 
exists immediately. Although, of course, this should have been 
trapped by the try-catch handler in the InitializeGraphics 
method. Next, the Clear method is called on the device. The 
first parameter, ClearFlags. Target, specifies that we want to 
clear the rendering surface. The second parameter specifies 
what colour to use. The next parameters determine how the 
depth buffers and stencil buffers are cleared. This is 
something we havent talked about yet but we'll cover in 


more detail later. For now, the overall effect of the call is to 


clear the rendering surface to a solid blue background. 
The two calls to BeginScene and EndScene should 
always be paired. Ordinarily, the BeginScene call is 


followed by a series of rendering instructions that create 
the scene, terminating with the call to EndScene. In this 
case, the tutorial code is creating a display surface. 

The really important bit is the call to Present, which 
displays the next buffer in the sequence of buffers owned 


by the device. If you've done any work with animation 
techniques, you're probably familiar with the idea of 


buffering, where a graphics program draws into an off- 
screen bitmap while displaying one frame of an animation. 
The off-screen bitmap becomes the next displayed frame 


while a subsequent frame is being prepared off-screen. 


Direct3D extends this concept by enabling a device to own 
a chain of back buffers that hold individual frames. The call 
to Present advances us to the next frame, resulting in a 
solid blue window. PCP 


The unmanaged viewpoint 
Creating DirectX applications for Win32 


Although the primary emphasis here is 
on working with DirectX from managed 
code, it should go without saying that 
you can also use DirectX from an 
unmanaged Win32 application. It’s 
inevitable there will be a slight 
performance reduction in wrapping the 
underlying DirectX engine, but Microsoft 
estimates that this is no more than 
about five per cent. Another 
consideration is deployment. Are you 
targeting end-users guaranteed to have 
the .NET runtime installed? 

Probably the best reason for 
abandoning Win32 and going straight to 
a managed code programming 
environment is because DirectX 
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development is so much easier using 
the .NET classes. However, if you're 
determined to stay with Win32, you 
might like to know that, during the 
installation of the DirectX SDK, a slew of 
DirectX documentation is added to 
VS.NET. There are two separate forks to 
the documentation: one deals with 
DirectX from a managed perspective 
and the other is called C++. 

It's important to bear in mind that 
VS.NET isn't just about .NET. You can use 
it to maintain and work with legacy 
Win32 projects, and you can also use it 
to create Win32 applications from 
scratch — both plain-vanilla projects and 
MFC projects too. This is the reason 


there's so much unmanaged 
programming documentation in VS.NET, 
because it's still a very capable Win32 
development system. 

If you navigate the Tutorials and 
Samples node, you'll find information 
on six different tutorials. These take you 
through the basics of creating a device, 
rendering vertices, using matrices, 
creating and using lighting effects, using 
texture maps and, finally, using meshes. 

It's worthwhile working through 
some of these tutorials because, even if 
you don't plan to use unmanaged code, 
you'll appreciate the managed wrapper 
all the more once you see how things 
look from a ‘barefoot’ perspective! E 
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Huw Collingbourne breathes new life into an old menu system 
and creates a tool that adds sparkle to any application 


ts now almost 10 years since | began writing this 
Oo Delphi programming column. Over that time, 

there have inevitably been many occasions when 
I've written brief example projects that illustrate basic 
techniques but fail to tie up all the loose ends. In the 
business, this is called the ‘leave it as an exercise for the 
reader’ approach. In this new series, l'Il seek out some of 
those unfinished projects and tie up a few loose ends. 





These days, almost every commercial application provides 
some kind of ‘recently opened’ file menu. This is usually a list 
of the last four to 10 documents that were opened or worked 
on. In Microsoft Word, this list appears as part of the main 
File menu itself. In Delphi, the list pops out to the right of the 
‘Reopen’ menu item. 

In a previous column, | showed how you might create a 
simple ‘recently opened’ file menu as a drop-down list, like 
MS Words. Each time a document was opened, a menu 
item was created and added to the File menu. When a 
maximum number was reached, the bottom item was 
deleted from the menu. While this laid the foundations for a 
proper ‘recently opened’ file menu, it left out the finer 
points, which would be required in a finished application. 
For example, it didn't add an item to the menu when a 
document was saved with a new name. It didn't filter out 
duplicate entries if a document that was already listed on 
the menu was then reopened. It didn’t maintain the correct 
order of items so that the most recently opened document 
always appears first in the list. And it didn't enable you to 
create pop-out menus like those in Delphi. 

This month, we'll add all of these features, and more. We'll 
end up with a fairly sophisticated ‘recently opened’ file (ROF) 
menu system which, unlike our earlier sample code, will be 
sufficiently fully featured to use in finished applications. 


El A drop-down file menu Lets start by creating an ROF 
list in the File menu itself, just like MS Word. Load the 


J 


W C:\Huw\Programming\DelphiNew\223 - Various\OurRecFiles\ourRF.pas 
File 
Open 
Save 


Save As 's Caption property to store 
New nd path } 





ourRF.pas 
GUrREEHies dori psUtils, Variants, Classes, Graphics, Controls, Forms, 
TERE ~ ils, ExtDlgs, Menus, IniFiles; 


OurRecFiles. ini 





Exit ancel, nothing): 
TFileList = class{TStringList); 


TForm1 = class({T Form) 
RichEdit1: TRichEdit: 
Menu: TMainMenu; 
FileMenultem: TMenultem:; 
OpenMl: TMenultem; 
New: TMenultem:; 

N2: TMenultem; 

Exit: TMenultem; 
OpenDialog1: TOpenDialog; 
N3: TMenultem; 


Our first attempt at a ‘recently opened’ file menu inserts a 
maximum of four filenames into a drop-down list that appears 
between two horizontal bars in the File menu. 
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OurRecFiles.dpr project and look at the File menu in the 
form designer. You'll see there are two horizontal bars just 
above the ‘Exit’ item. We'll place the ROF list between these 
two bars. When the program first loads, there'll be no items 
to show in this list, so we'll only need to display one 
horizontal bar. If you select the ‘Menu’ icon, you'll find that 
its AutoLineReduction property is set to false. This causes 
Delphi to remove consecutive bars, so when the ROF list is 
empty, only one bar will be shown. But when it contains 
some items, one bar will be displayed above them and 
one below them. 

Before we can add filenames, we need to specify an 
appropriate position for them in the File menu. The items in 
a menu are indexed from zero, which means that the first 
horizontal bar is at index four. Accordingly, the first filename 
item we add should be at index five. We've defined a 
constant, FMINPOS, with this value. The maximum number of 
entries in the list will be four and we've defined the constant, 
MAXFILES, with this value. 

Click the ‘Open’ item in the menu to locate the 
OpenMiClick() event-handler in the code. This displays a ‘File 
Open’ dialog and initialises a variable, fn, from its FileName 
property. For the time being, we'll assume that this is the first 
time this specific file has been opened, so it needs to be 
added to the top of the ROF menu. The AddToRecFileMenu() 
method sees to this. First, it creates a TMenultem object, mi, 
and assigns the filename to Its caption. Io prevent the File 
menu expanding to an ungainly width when long file paths 
are added, we've used the ExtractFileName() function to 
display the filename alone, minus any directory information. 

The menu item needs to respond to a click event by 
launching the associated file. We've therefore assigned our 
method, OnMiClick(), to the menu item's OnClick event. We'll 
take a look at this method shortly. Towards the end of the 
AddToRecFileMenu() method, we insert the new menu item 
into the file menu at the index specified by our FMINPOS 
constant. That just leaves this mysterious block of code to 
be accounted for: 


filelist.InsertObject(0, fn, mi); 

if filelist.Count > MAXFILES then 

begin 

filelist.Delete(filelist.Count-1) ; 
FileMenuItem.Delete (FMINPOS+MAXFILES -1) ; 
end; 


The filelist object in this code is a string list we declared 
earlier. It's the secret to our ability to reload a specific 
document when a menu item is clicked. 


Ø Saving a list of file paths As | mentioned earlier, | 
made a design decision to display only the filename, but not 
its path in each of the ROF menu items. But we need to 
know the full path in order to reload the document when the 





So what is Delphi? 


Borland’s powerful, easy to use graphical 
programming language. An ideal alternative to 
the Microsoft suite, its recent move towards 
-NET makes it perfect for modern Windows use. 


menu item is clicked. In this project, | use the filelist object to 
store an indexed sequence of string paths, along with 
references to the associated menu items in the ROF menu. 
When an item is clicked, the matching path in filelist is used 
to locate the document. 

The code (on the previous page) inserts the full path 
string, fn, and the TMenultem object mi at index zero. The 
final argument here is, in reality, a pointer to the mi object. It 
points to the same object, which we insert into the File 
menu on the form. We then delete the last item from the 
filelist and the last item from the ROF menu. At the end of all 
this, the full paths stored in filelist match the shortened 
filenames shown in the menu. But the ROF is part of the 
drop-down File menu and is therefore not indexed from a 
base of zero. For this reason, we use the integer Tag 
properties of the menu Items to store a zero-based index 
for the ROF list. This index is recreated by the 
RelndexFileListlags() method after each new item is added. 


E Click to reload Now to the OnClick event-handler, 
OnMiClick(), which we associate with each menu item. You 
can see that this simply uses the menu items Tag property to 
index into filelist to obtain the full path to the document. If 
the path exists, the document is loaded and the 
MoveloTopofRecFileMenu() method is called to move the 
reloaded document name to index zero of the ROF menu. 
Now that you understand the relationship between the 
menu Items and the elements of the string list, filelist, you 
should have no difficulty in making sense of the 
MoveloTopofRecFileMenu() method. This removes the menu 
item from its current position in the ROF menu and places it 
at the top, at index zero, and makes a similar adjustment to 
the matching item in filelist. 

Scroll back down to OpenMiClick(), which runs when the 
user decides to load a new document from disk. Earlier, we 
looked at what happens when the user opens a file for the 


A pop-out file menu 


DELPHI 


C:\Huw Programming \DelphiNew \223 - Various \OurRecFiles\ourRF.pas already exists! 





When a newly opened file is already listed in the menu, we 
display this message for debugging purposes before moving the 
file’s name to the top of the ‘recently opened’ list 


first time. However, this method has to be able to take 
different action depending on whether the file is opened for 
the first time or has been previously opened and already 
exists in the ROF menu. This is why it calls our pos|nFileList() 
method. This either returns the position of the file in the 

ROF menu or -1 if no match is made. If -1 is returned, 
AddToRecFileMenu() is called, as already explained. If a match 
is made, the MoveloTopofkecFileMenu() method is called to 
reposition the menu item at the top of the ROF menu. 

The SaveFileAs() method takes similar action, so that a 
renamed document will be inserted or moved to the top of 
the ROF menu depending on whether or not that file name 
already exists in the menu. 


E Saving and restoring the menu All that remains is to 
restore the ROF menu items between sessions. Io do this, 
you need to save the filename data to disk. You can achieve 
this by storing the names in text files, binary files or the 
registry. For the sake of simplicity, I've used a good old- 
fashioned INI file. When the user exits the program, the 
FormClose() method writes the paths stored in filelist to an 
INI file section named ‘Recent Files’. When the program is 
next run, FormCreate() reads in the items from this section, 
recreating the menu Items with indexed Tag values, and 
populating the filelist with the full paths. 

Pay attention to the way in which menu items are 
created. The FormCreate() method contains a variable 


It’s surprisingly simple to create a Recent Files submenu that pops out on demand 


Creating a menu that pops out alongside 
a specific menu item is no more difficult 
than creating menu items that are 
appended beneath it. In our first project, 
we inserted new menu items beneath 
the File menu item that defines the top 
level of the File menu. Here's how we 
inserted the menu item, mi, at an offset 
given by the constant, FMINPOS: 


FileMenuItem 
Insert (FMINPOS ,mi) ; 


In order to have the mi menu item pop 
out on a submenu, we need to insert it 


into an item on the drop-down part of 
the File menu, rather than into the top- 
level File menu item itself. We do this in 
the OurRecFiles2.dpr project. First, 
we've added a ‘Recent’ menu item 
called RecentMI. This has no items 
alongside, but when the user loads a 
document, the AddToRecFileMenu() 
method is called and this inserts the 
new menu item alongside RecentMI: 


RecentMI. Insert (FMINPOS ,mi) ; 


In this case, the FMINPOS constant is 
defined as zero since, unlike the drop- 


down menu in the last project, the pop- 
out menu contains no items other than 
the filenames. The remainder of the 
code in this project is not so different 
from the code in the previous project. 
I've left much of the old code in 
comments so you can see where 
changes have been made. Where a 
change is particularly significant, I've 
indicated it with a comment containing 
three exclamation marks. The code here 
has actually been simplified, as we no 
longer create and maintain a separate 
string list to store the full paths to the 
‘recently opened’ files. W 





Huw Collingbourne 


huw.collingbourne @futurenet.co.uk 


Our resident programming expert 
recently found himself in a posh 
restaurant, where he asked for a 


drop-down menu. He was chucked out 


According to the Delphi help 
system, in order to display 
pop-up hints for menu items, 
you need to set the Application 
and Form ShowHints 
properties to true. This is 
actually incorrect. Setting 
these properties will cause the 
hints of most controls to be 
displayed, but menu hints are 
an exception to the rule. If you 
wish to have hints pop up over 
the items, you will need to 
program this behaviour 
explicitly. There's a simpler 
method of displaying hint text, 
however. Just add a status bar 
to your project and set its 
AutoHint property to true. 
We've done this in the 
OurRecFiles2.dpr project. 
Notice that when your mouse 
pointer passes over each of 
the items in the ‘recently 
opened’ file menu, the path 
(stored in its Hint property) is 
displayed in the status bar. 
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To create a pop-out menu, we 
add new items to the Recent 
menu item rather than to the 
File menu item. 
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0C: Huw Programming \DelphiNiew\223 - Various \QurRecFiles?\ourRF2.pas 
1C:\Huw Programming \DelphiNiew'\223 - Various \OurRecFiles?\ourRF2.dfm 


2 C:\Huw Programming \DelphiNew\223 - Various \Ou 





IC: \Huw \Programming \DelphiNew \223 - Various|QurRecFiles?\OurRecFiles?. cfu 3 


for i := 
Count-1 do 


0 to RecentMI. 


Just like MS Word and Delphi, 
we have shortcut index 
numbers preceding each file 
path in the menu. 


RecentMI [i] .Caption 


:= Format (‘&%d%s’, 
[i,RecentMI [i] .Hint] ); 





Our sample applications this 
month load text files into a rich 
edit control and will generally 
succeed, even when you try to 
load an incorrectly formatted 
document. In many 
applications, it’s vital that a 
specific format is loaded, 
otherwise the application will 
crash and data may be 
corrupted. To avoid this, you 
should verify the format of 
data prior to using it. You 
might, for example, attempt to 
load it into a memory stream. 
If an exception occurs, you can 
close the stream and display 
an error message. If no 
exception occurs, the data can 
be copied from the memory 
stream into the appropriate 
visual controls on the form. 


We'll develop an ‘Autotext’ tool 
that will enable you to insert 
blocks of pre-formatted text 
into a document using hotkeys. 
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The menu item's Hint property 
contains the full path, and you 
can see this displayed in the 
status bar. 


declaration, mi, which is a type of TMenultem object. After 
data for a new menu Item has been read from the INI file, a 
new menu item is created by calling the TMenultem 
constructor, TMenultem.Create(). The new menu item is 
assigned to the variable, mi. 

At this stage, the menu item is a non-visible object and it 
will only appear on screen after it has been added to an 
existing menu. In this method, menu items are added to the 
menu by inserting them at a given position relative to the 
RecentMI item in the main menu. 

You may recall that the same technique is also used in 
the AddToRecFileMenu() method. In fact, it's possible to create 
all types of control at runtime in much the same way. You 
could, for example, create a button object by calling the 
TButton constructor, TButton.Create(), assigning the return 
value to a TButton variable, mybutton, and adding it to the 
form by setting its Parent property to the form on which the 


Buttons and other controls created at runtime can be 
assigned event-handlers in code just as we've assigned an 
OnClick event-handler for each new menu item in 
FormCreate(). Having created new objects in code, it's the 
responsibility of the programmer to destroy those objects to 
free up memory. This isn't vital if the objects last throughout 
program execution, as their memory will be reclaimed 
when the program terminates. If they're destroyed at 
runtime, however, you must do so by calling the Free() 
method. Before doing this, you should have removed the 
control from its visual context. For a menu item, you should 
delete it from its menu. For a button, you should set its 
Parent property to nil. 

While this technique is flexible and effective, theres a 
simpler way of maintaining a list of file paths. Refer to the 
boxouts for more information. These also explain how to 
program a ‘recently opened’ file menu that pops out 





button is to appear. 
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It isn't only on loading a file that its name needs to be added to 
the list. We also add any document that’s saved to disk with a 


new name by selecting ‘Save As’. 


Taking a hint 


alongside the main file menu, just as in Delphi. PCP 


[RecentFiles] 


Caption=C: \Huw'Programming\D elphiNew'223 - Various\OurRecFiles\OurRecFiles. ini 


FNO=C:‘SHuw'Programming\DelphiNew'223 - Various\OurRecFiles\OurRecFiles. ini 
FN1=C:\Huw'Programming\D elphiNew'223 - Various\OurRecFiles\ourRF.pas 
FN2=C:\Huw\Programming\D elphiNew'223 - Various\OurRecFiles‘\newfilename 
FN3=C:\Huw\Programming\D elphiNew'223 - Various\OurRecFiles\wvv 





Ourrecfiles 





OurRecFiles.ini :: Tag=[0] :: Full Path=C: \Huw Programming \DelphiNew \223 - Various \OurRecFiles \OurRecFiles. ini 














In our first project, you can uncomment a line of code in order to 
display information on the values of the path, and the Tag values 


associated with a menu item. 


Use this simple cheat to store path strings as a property of a menu item 


In the OurRecFiles2.dpr project, we add 
not just the filename but the entire path 
to the caption of each ‘recently opened’ 
file menu item. You may think this would 
make it trivial to load each document, 
but wed just need to use the caption to 
provide the path when opening the file. 
In fact, you'll no doubt be shocked to 
find out, there's a problem with this. It 
turns out that, by default, Delphi 
automatically defines shortcuts for menu 
items. A shortcut is an underlined letter 
that can be pressed by the user in order 
to select a given menu item. In code, a 
shortcut is created by placing an 
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ampersand before a letter. In this project, 
we've already specified ‘F’ as the 
shortcut for the ‘File’ menu by using the 
‘Object Inspector’ to give it the caption 
‘&File’. The ‘Recent’ and ‘Exit’ menus 
have similarly been given shortcuts. The 
other menu items, such as ‘Save’ and 
‘Save As’ have not been given shortcuts, 
but when the program is run, you may 
see that Delphi has automatically 
assigned shortcuts to these. The shortcut 
‘&S’ is given to the ‘Save’ item and ‘&A to 
the ‘Save As’ item. Delphi similarly 
assigns shortcuts to file paths added to 
our menu. When we save the file names 


to disk, these shortcuts are saved using 
an ampersand. The trouble with this is 
that the actual file path has no 
ampersand, so any attempt to load a file 
using this path string will fail. 

Even if you disable the auto hotkeys, 
by relying on the captions for the path, 
you impose restrictions on what you can 
display in the captions. In the current 
project, we place a numerical shortcut at 
the start of each caption. You may want 
to display only the short filename, as in 
our previous project. For this reason, we 
use each menu item's Hint property to 
store the path string. W 





Part Two 


Getting deeper into 
OOP - a multi- 
language perspective 
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No special skills required, 
apart from a keen desire 
to get into programming 
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One or more of the 
VS.NET 2005 Express 
development tools (see 
PC Plus 221 for more info) 





Move and resize the three 
WinForms controls to get 
something like this. Guides will 
help you align the controls. 
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The MSDN Library has a section 
called ‘My Walkthroughs’, which 
summarises the goodies in 
VB.NET’s My Namespace. 





ast month, we began a two-part explanation 
of OOP otherwise known as Object-Oriented 
Programming. This month, we're continuing this 
discussion but with a greater emphasis on looking at 
sample code, not just in VB.NET, but also from the 
perspective of C* and C++. One of the great benefits of 
.NET programming is that you're not tied to one 
development language, and if you invest some time in 
becoming a ‘multilingual’ developer now, it will reap 
dividends later! 


| did mention that we may take a look at the ‘Movie Collection 
Starter Kit’, fixing some of the more obvious deficiencies in the 
program. However, I've decided to defer this until you've got 
some more OOP concepts safely under your belt. We briefly 
mentioned that, when working with objects, you usually 
interact with them via one or more properties, methods or 
events. This issue, were going to take a closer look at these 
three important concepts by creating a simple demo program. 

To try this out, choose your favourite Express language, 
fire up the corresponding IDE and start a new project. We'll 
call it ‘OOPDemo,, just to make life easier. Be sure to specify 
that you want to create a ‘Windows Application’ when you 
invoke the ‘New Project’ dialog. 


E Using the VS.NET toolbox window You should end 
up with a blank design-time form on which to place your first 
control. Now click the ‘Toolbox’ tab and it should open out to 
reveal all available controls. Choose the ‘Button control’ and 
double-click, or drag it onto the form. 


My oh my! 


VB.NET's secret weapon... the My Namespace 





The Toolbox window is much easier to use if you right-click 
it and select the ‘Sort Items Alphabetically’ option. This only 
has to be done once, as VS.NET will remember your 
preferences. Nine times out of 10, you know what control youre 
after, and you don't want to simply browse whats available. 
Once you've done that, try dropping a ‘ListBox’ contro! onto the 
form in the same way. Finally, add a ‘Label’ control. 


E Setting properties Without knowing it, you've already 
set Up Some properties for each of the three controls! Each 
time you move a control on the form, you change its 
‘Location’ property, and each time you resize it, the ‘Size’ 
property is modified. You don't see any of this because the 
VS.NET Express does a great job of hiding the inner workings. 
If you want a better idea of what's happening, take a look at 
the code being generated by the form designer. For C* or 
VB.NET, click the ‘Show All Files’ button in the Solution 
Explorer. For C++, right-click the form, expand the hidden 
‘Windows Form Designer’ region in the code editor by 
clicking the adjacent ‘+’ symbol. Heres what some C++ 
property assignments look like: 


this->labell->Location = System: :Drawing: 
:Point, (13, (13);; 

this->labell->Size = System: :Drawing: :Size 
(35, 14); 


Each language will produce similar but different code to 
represent this. In C#, it looks like this: 





In last month's Express Workshop, | 
mentioned ‘My Namespace’. This is a 
special set of classes, routines and 
properties that is uniquely available to 
VB.NET Express Edition. It would be great 
if the same functionality was available 
to C++ and C*, but it isn't — so there. The 
‘My N amespace’ is an attempt by 
Microsoft to make life as easy as 
possible for VB.NET developers. 

In this month's project, we're accessing 
the ‘GetLogicalDrives’ routine in the 
‘System.Environment’ namespace to 
retrieve a list of the logical drives 
attached to the PC. With VB.NET, you don't 
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need to do this because the necessary 
functionality is already built into ‘My’... 


For Each drive as System. 
IO0.DriveInfo In My.Computer. 
FileSystem.Drives 

‘.. your code goes here .... 
Next 


This piece of code is deceptively simple. 


It illustrates the use of the ‘For Each’ 
construct in VB.NET, which is equivalent 
to ‘foreach’ in C*, to iterate through the 
members of a collection which is made 
up of ‘My.Computer.FileSystem.Drives’. 


Each member of this collection is an 
object of type ‘Drivelnfo’. Unlike the C# 
example (and the corresponding C++ 
code) we don't have to explicitly create 
the ‘Drivelnfo’ objects. 

We didn’t need to declare drive with a 
‘Dim’ statement. We declared it ‘inline’ 
as part of the ‘For Each’ statement. It 
effectively makes the ‘For Each’ 
statement self-contained and more 
reusable. Both C++ and C# have a 
similar ability to declare temporary local 
variables at the point of usage, and this 
brings VB.NET into line with the other 
two main .NET languages. E 


So what is Springboard ? 


Ready to go beyond Masterclass but not yet into 
Programmer's World? Using affordable tools and 
easy Steps, Springboard gives you the boost 
you need to jump to the next level. 


this.labell.Location = new System.Drawing. 
Points (Iori; 

this.labell.Size = new System.Drawing. 
Size (35, 14); 


And in VB.NET: 


Me.Labell.Location = New System.Drawing. 
Point (13, 13) 

Me.Label1.Size = New System.Drawing. 
Size (35, 14) 


From this simple example, you'll appreciate that C* and 
VB.NET are closer together than C++. For the remainder of this 
tutorial, | wont be showing the code for all three languages, 
but you can find all three complete projects on this month's 
SuperDisc. To change a property, you normally select the 
‘item’ on the design-time form and then modify the wanted 
property in the ‘Properties’ window. (If you can't see the 
‘Properties’ window, click F4.) Although we're not going to 
come up with anything as fancy as this interface, were 
exploring properties, methods and events in the context of a 
project that examines free space on disk drives. 

Lets change the ‘Text’ property of the ‘Label’ control to 
‘Drive List’. When you do this, you'll see that the ‘Label’ 
control automatically elongates to accommodate the new 
string. This is because its AutoSize’ property is set to ‘True’ by 
default. While youre at it, change the ‘Text’ property of the 
button control to ‘Get Drive Sizes’. (You may have to increase 
the width of the button so that all the text is visible.) If you 
haven't already guessed, were building a small application to 
enumerate all the disk drives attached to your computer, and 
display the amount of free space on each. 


Ø Writing event handlers Events are fundamental to 


Windows XP (D:) Properties 


Type: 

File system: NTFS 

9,343,619, 072 bytes 
1,143,5/8,624 bytes 


MB Used space: 


D Free space: 


Capacity: 10,487.197.696 bytes 


Although we're not going to come up with anything as fancy as 
this interface, we're exploring properties, methods and events in 
the context of a project that examines free space on disk drives. 
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NET programming. An event is ‘fired’ when you click the 
mouse on a control, move the mouse, resize a form, press a 
key, or do 101 other things. We want to arrange for something 
to happen when the user clicks the ‘Get Drive Sizes’ button. 
To do this, double-click the button in the form designer. This 
is a signal to the form designer that we want to create a 
handler for this controls default event. 

Assuming you're using C# Express (as | said earlier, the 
equivalent code for C++ and VB.NET is included on the 
SuperDisc), you'll see a new event handler like this: 


private void buttonl Click (object sender, 
EventArgs e) 


{ 
} 


The code editor will place the insertion point after the 
opening brace, ready for you to start typing code: this is the 
scary bit! Try adding the following: 


string[] drives = System.Environment. 
GetLogicalDrives () ; 

foreach (string i in drives) 
System.1I0.DriveInfo drive = new System. 
IO.DriveInfo (i); 


} 


Whats all that about then? In a nutshell, the call to 
‘GetLogicalDrives’ in the ‘System.Environment’ namespace 
returns an array of strings, one for each of the disk drives on 
your PC. These might be floppy, hard disk, CD-ROM or other 
drives. Each string in the array is of the form ‘X:\’ where ‘X’ is 
the drive letter. Thus, if you've got a floppy disk drive, the first 
String in the array will be A:\’. The next will typically be ‘C:\’. 

(# has a clever ‘foreach’ statement that enables us to 
iterate through all the elements of the array, dealing with 
each in turn. Each drive specifier string is passed as an 
argument to the constructor of ‘System.lO.Drivelnfo’. This is a 
very useful class that provides all sorts of information, such 
as available free space, whether the drive is a FAT or NTFS 
file system, or whether the drive is ready for a floppy drive/ 
CD-ROM (whether it contains media). 

IF you check the above code snippet in the VB.NET 
project, you'll see that the call to ‘System.Environment. 
GetLogicalDrives’ have all been replaced with a single ‘For 
Each loop (‘foreach’ in C# corresponds to ‘For Each’ in VB) 
which references the ‘My namespace’. For more information 
on this, see the section entitled ‘My oh my". 

In addition to fixed drives, ‘Drivelype’ caters for 
networked and RAM drives, as well as others. In our case, 
were only interested in fixed disk drives. Io ensure that we 


only take account of fixed drives, we can add code like this: 


if (drive.DriveType == System.I0. 
DriveType. Fixed) 


The last bit of the jigsaw is the code, which actually 
retrieves the free space from each disk drive and adds the 
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As it stands, this little demo 
program isn’t useful; it exists 
merely as a vehicle for 
demonstrating the rudiments 
of .NET programming in the 
context of exploring properties, 
methods and events. However, 
if you feel up to a challenge, it 
would be fairly simple to 
improve the user interface of 
our little application. 

The biggest problem with 
the program is that it’s using a 
ListBox to display what is 
effectively two different 
columns of data; the drive 
letter and the free space count. 
This makes for a messy UI. 
There are two ways to fix this 
problem: the cheap and 
cheerful approach is to add a 
‘Drawltem’ event handler for 
the ListBox (our code gets 
control every time an item is 
displayed). This enables us to 
enforce a specific column 
spacing so that everything 
lines up. 

A much better technique is 
to use a ‘ListView’ control 
instead of a ListBox. Set the 
‘View’ property of the control 
to ‘Details’ and you'll be able 
to create a new set of column 
headers for the control using 
the ‘Columns’ collection, 
available through the 
‘Properties’ window. 
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Hopefully, this month's mini- 
project, presented in three 
different .NET languages will 
have given you a deeper 
appreciation of the differences 
and similarities between the 
various languages. As 
mentioned elsewhere, C* and 
VB.NET are probably the most 
alike, with C++ being 
something of an oddball. 
Undeniably, VB.NET is the 
easiest language for 
beginners, followed by C# 
with C++ as perhaps the most 
difficult to get your head 
around. But it’s also true to say 
that C++ offers the most power 
and versatility. 


We'll begin a new series on 
application development with 
VS.NET 2005 Express Edition. 





The next generation C++ 
language, C++/CLI, is able to 
handle both ‘managed’ and 
‘unmanaged’ objects. 


SPRINGBOARD 


relevant text string to the ‘ListBox ‘control. For the C# 
program, this is achieved using the following code: 


String s = String.Concat (drive. Tostring();. ~“ 
~“, drive.TotalFreeSpace.ToString(), 

“ bytes free”); 

listBoxl1.Items.Add(s) ; 


This code builds a description string by retrieving the drive 
letter, adding a space (followed by the free space count), 
and then by adding another space and the string ‘bytes 
free’. The resulting string is then plugged into the ‘Items’ 
property of the ‘ListBox’. Another way of doing this would be 
to use the ‘String.Format’ method, supplying a format string 
— see the accompanying documentation for more 
information about this. 

Again, VB.NET programmers have it easy; rather than 
calling ‘String.Concat’ or ‘String.Format’, we can simply use 
the ‘+’ operator to combine strings together. Take a look at 
the VB.NET example to see it in action. 
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Tagging one of the exposed events as 
the default event can be a major 
convenience benefit for developers 
who make use of your .NET control. 


Invoking methods You'll see one other line of code in 
the sample project: 


listBox1.Items.Clear () ; 


This is executed before we start adding any items to the list 
box. If we didn't do this, every time we click the ‘Get Drive 
Sizes’ button, wed add the same information again and 
again. The call to ‘Clear’ is an example of a method; it's not a 
‘property’ or an event’. In C++ and C# method calls are 
usually indicated by parentheses (round brackets) after the 
method name. In this case, there are no parameters, so 
theres nothing between the opening and closing bracket. 

Theres one other aspect about our program thats not 
particularly great... By simply displaying the free space count, 
as a String of digits, it becomes difficult to see whether were 
talking about megabytes, gigabytes, or whatever. Here again, 
the ‘String.Format’ routine helps. Check the documentation 
and read up on the ‘N’ format specifier, which automatically 
inserts commas into a large number. PCP 
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Over 120GB of free disk space online — lucky me! Although very 
crude in its user interface, this month's application makes it easy 
to see which hard drive has the most available space. 


Cel IDa’ 


Understanding C++/CLI 


Exploring the next generation C++ language for VS.NET 2005 


If you examine the C++ version of this 
month's project in detail, you may be 
baffled by the code. You'll be especially 
baffled if you've had experience of C++, 
as you'll find the syntax is unfamiliar. 
With the upcoming VS.NET 2005 
product, Microsoft has made significant 


changes to the C++ programming model. 


The version of C++ used by VS.NET 2005 
is known as C++/CLI. 

Probably one of the biggest 
differences is in the area of pointer 
syntax. C++ traditionally used an 
asterisk symbol to indicate a pointer 
declaration. This goes right back to the 
beginning of C and was used when 
Microsoft first revealed ‘C++ with 


PCPlus 223 | December 2004 


Managed Extensions’ for the first 
release of VS.NET. 

With C++/CLI, Microsoft has chosen to 
make a clear distinction between the 
‘native heap’ and the ‘managed heap’. 
Ordinarily, you allocate ‘unmanaged 
native objects’ on the ‘native heap’, for 
communicating with ‘unmanaged code’. 
‘Managed objects’, on the other hand, 
go on the ‘managed heap’. It's 
important to get this right because 
objects on the native heap are ‘pinned’, 
which means their physical memory 
address doesn't change during a 
garbage collection operation. 

As you'll see from the screenshot, 
Microsoft is continuing to use the 
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Paint.NET is a free to download open source painting program 
written in C#. Next month, we'll begin building a painting/ 
graphics application of our own using VS.NET 2005 Express. 


asterisk for pointers to objects on the 
native heap. However, C++/CLI 
introduces the use of the ‘^ character 
to designate objects on the managed 
heap. At the same time, the ‘gcnew’ 
keyword (as opposed to new) has been 
introduced to indicate a managed heap 
allocation. 

If all this leaves you scratching your 
head, the important thing to get across 
is that C++ is capable of working with 
native unmanaged objects and 
managed garbage-collected objects. The 
price you have to pay for this power is 
increased complexity in the syntax. It's 
generally agreed that C++/CLI is a big 
improvement on its predecessor. W 
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Part One 


VISUAL BASIC 


Communicating 


with a PDA 


1 HRS 00 MINS 


3 INTERMEDIATE 
Some basic 
understanding of 
PDAs would help 


Windows 2000/XP Visual 
Studio .NET 2003, a PDA 
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The PDA client program shows you the easy way and the 
hard way to achieve a TCP/IP connection from a PDA. 
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Getting a PDA to talk to a desktop host can be problematic , says 
Dermot Hogan, unless you know the tricks of the trade 


few months ago, | looked at how you might 
O transfer data between two programs. There were 

several techniques, eg pipes, mailslots, shared 
memory, but mostly these were applicable to processes 
running on the same PC. There's one, though, that works 
very nicely across PC boundaries: the Internet Protocol, or 
IP There are several versions of IP and the one that's 
most useful for our purposes is TCP/IP This month, I'll 
look at using TCP/IP to communicate with a PDA. 





TCP/IP enables you to send a sequence of messages 
between two PCs and guarantees they will arrive at their 
destination in the order they were sent. The problem with 
TCP/IP is that it can be a bit tricky to set up, though once 
you've got it up and running, its relatively trouble free. But 
there are still some hurdles to negotiate when 
communicating between a desktop PC and a PDA, even if 
the TCP/IP systems have been set up correctly on both 
systems. If you have a PDA connected to a desktop PC, 
most (if not all) of the hard work is done via ActiveSync, 
though it has to be said that it took Microsoft several 
iterations (and years) to get ActiveSync working in an 
almost trouble free manner. 

ActiveSync will do all the common jobs of connecting and 
synchronising Outlook and linking to the Internet, though I've 
yet to see a single usable page downloaded into the Internet 
Explorer on my PDA. But what do you do if you want to talk 
programmatically between the PDA and the host desktop? 

You might think that this just involves using TCP/IP in the 
same way you would between two desktops. And at a low 
level, youd be right, yet for some reason lost in history, 
Microsoft has made initiating the connection between a PDA 
and a desktop non-standard. Normally, to initiate a 
communication session between two IP-based systems, you 
would use the IP address or, if you didn't know it, use the 
DNS name to look up the IP address. But what's the IP 
address of the PDA? And how does the PDA get the address 

of the desktop host? 


hie | ## jI ahh A. 
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E PDA client As with many things, 
theres the hard way to do something 
and theres the alternative way. Being 
naturally lazy, like any self-respecting 
programmer, | go for the alternative, 
but usually not before trying the hard 
way. The hard way to do the PDA/ 
desktop connection is to use the 
basic underlying WinSock API and 
force VB .NET into manipulating the 

| underlying data structures. The easy 
a way Is to use the .NET DNS class. The 
eae SESE] trick you need in both techniques 

(and it is a trick) is to know that the 

PDA has a special DNS name: ‘ppp_ 


PCPlus 223 | December 2004 


peer. Once you know this, the rest is relatively simple. So, 
first of all, heres the easy way to do it: 


Dim iphe As IPHostEntry 
iphe = Dns.GetHostByName (“ppp peer”) 
Testl1 (iphe.AddressList (0) ) 


The DNS method GetHostByName takes the name of the 
host you want information about and returns an |PHostEntry 
object that contains the data you want — usually, just the IP 
address. Because a host may have more than one IP 
address ‘bound’ to it, the GetHostByName function returns 
an array of IP addresses. Usually, though, theres only the one, 
and so that's passed through to the lestl function. Testl 
opens a socket connection, sends a message, receives a 
reply and then closes the socket: 


Public Sub Test1 (ByVal ipa As IPAddress) 
Dim serverEP As IPEndPoint 

Dim s As Socket 

Dim msg(), buffer(255) As Byte 
Encoding.ASCII.GetBytes (“hello world”) 
New IPEndPoint (ipa, 10000) 

New Socket (AddressFamily.InterNetwork, 


msg = 
serverEP = 
S = 
SocketType.Stream, 

ProtocolType.Tcp) 

Try 

s.Connect (serverEP) 

s.Send (msg) 

s.Receive (buffer) 

s.Close() 

Catch e As SocketException 
Debug.WriteLine (“error was “ + e.Message) 
End Try 

End Sub 


Theres a couple of points here. First, in WinSock 
communications, data is transmitted as a stream of Bytes, so 
to send a message as a String, you have to translate from a 
string (“hello world”) into the byte representation. This is done 
by the Encoding class. Next, the TCP/IP endpoint’ is a unique 
combination of IP address and port. Here, I've used 10000 as 
the port number to avoid any conflicts. A new socket is then 
created via the Socket class with this endpoint address, and a 
connection attempted. If theres nothing at the other end to 
accept the connection, the request will time out and be 
rejected and an exception thrown, which will be caught by the 
handler and an error message written to the console. 


E The server side Now, lets look at the server code, 
which is in the SocketListener class. There are two main 
procedures here: a shared Listen method and a normal non- 
shared Process. It only really makes sense to have one TCP/IP 
listener, so I've used the Shared keyword to emphasise that 
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theres only one of these around. The Listen procedure 
creates a new IcpListener, which listens to an incoming 
socket request on all network interfaces: 


server = New TcpListener (IPAddress.Any, 10000) 
server .Start () 


The thread then ‘blocks’ (or waits) for an incoming 
connection request in the AcceptIcpClient method: 


client = server.AcceptTcpClient () 

Dim x As New SocketListener (client) 

Dim tt As New Threading. Thread (AddressOf 
x. Process) 

Ete start () 


Once the AcceptIcpClient call returns, which it will only do if a 
client has initiated a connection request, a new instance of a 
SocketListener is created and started on its own thread 
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methods: a static or shared Listen method and also Process. 


closed” ) 


(running the Process code). When a new SocketListener 


object is created, the New constructor is called (note that it i) 


isn't for the Shared Listen method) and a stream, a s = “OK: “+s 
NetworkStream, is created from the IcpClient argument: 


s = System. Text.Encoding.ASCII.GetString(bb, 0, 


bb = System. Text.Encoding.ASCII.GetBytes(s) 


ns.Write(bb, 0, bb.Length) 


Public Sub New(ByVal c As TcpClient) 


client =c 
ns = client.GetStream() 
End Sub 


The Process method then sits in a loop calling the Read 
method of the NetworkSteam. If the client closes the socket 
(or disconnects), the Read method returns zero, otherwise it 


returns the number of bytes read: 


i = ns.Read(bb, 0, bb.Length) 


If i = 0 Then Throw New Exception (“Socket 


E Logging the data If you deal with communications and 
real-time systems for any length of time, the one thing that 
you'll want over almost anything else, apart from the nirvana 
of totally bug-free code, is the ability to capture and record 


events and data as they come in. The thing about real-time 
and communication systems is that they te unpredictable in 
a way that database programming never is. True, there are 


other problems with databases, but this is a separate issue. 
A typical real-time system will work perfectly for some 
time before throwing a ‘glitch’. If youre in the unfortunate 


TCP/IP the hard way 


If you really want to get down to bits and bytes, you can always use the basic WinSock API 


If you have a strong aversion to using 
the .NET DNS class, you can try doing 
TCP/IP communications using the basic 
WinSock APIs. First, we initialise the 
TCP/IP system for your program: 


Declare Function WSAStartup 
Lib “ws2.dll1” (ByVal 
wVersionRequested As Short, 
ByVal lpWSADATA() As Byte) 
As Integer 

and call it like this: r = 
WSAStartup (&H202, w) 


This tells the WinSock system that we 
want to use WinSock 2.2 and it returns 


information about WinSock in the 
WSADATA structure. It also gives the 
actual version number supported as 
the procedure’s return value. | came 
across a problem when trying to run 
this on the desktop Emulator... the 
“ws2.dll” wasn't there and the program 
wouldn't run. | don't know whether this 
was a property of my Windows 
configuration or not, but the 
equivalence that | assumed existed 
clearly wasn't there. Before you get 
stuck in, you might try out a simple 
WinSock call to see what you're letting 
yourself in for. This gets the device's 
network name: 


position of having to fix the glitch, what you really wish you 


r = gethostname(b, 80) 


where b is an array of Bytes. As 
expected, this comes back with (for me) 
‘IPAQ 3970’ in a byte sequence. This 
illustrates some of the nasty bits you're 
going to have to go through to get all of 
this to work. The point is that it’s an 
array of Bytes and not a string. To work 
with the WinSock implementation on a 
PDA means you have to pack and 
unpack bytes the hard way. It’s almost 
like creating machine code by hand 
back when I was a lad. Happy days! But 
I'd personally rather save time and use 
the DNS class. E 





In the old Visual Basic 6, there 
was an option that forced 

you to declare variables: 
Option Explicit. 

In VB .NET, there's another 
option — Option Strict — that 
goes one step further, 
forcing you to explicitly type 
conversions and disable late 
binding. Initially, | thought this 
wasn't really needed but, one 
day, | tried switching it on. 
Naturally, my program didn't 
compile, with many complaints 
about conversions that didn't 
matter. However, it did pick up 
one interesting ‘feature’. I'd 
inadvertently used a function 
like this: 


s = PICFloat (x. 
ToString) 


where x is an Integer. What I'd 
meant to write was this: 


s = PICFloat(x). 
ToString 


With Option Explict, the first 
expression compiled, but what 
happened was that the integer 
was converted to a string and 
then converted back to an 
integer by the implicit 
conversion rules before being 
passed to the function. It was 
inefficient, to say the least! 
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This code has more or less the 
same effect as using the DNS 
class, but it’s a lot more work. 
Guess which I wrote first. 
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Public Sub Add(ByVal s 
As String) 

SyncLock IPCq 
IPCq.Enqueue (s) 

End SyncLock 


If you know the DNS name of 
your host, you can use it to 
initiate a connection from the 
PDA to the host. In the host, 
you can then listen on the IP 
address of the host without 
using the Any feature of the 
IPAddress class. If you do this, 
your program won't be 
accepting addresses from any 
other program out there. 

The problem is that you 
must explicitly set your host's 
DNS name or IP address in the 
PDA program, so you have to 
almost bind your PDA program 
into you own desktop host, 
which may not be desirable. 


We'll look at updating the 
Graph class to work on a PDA, 
so that it can display graphical 
data in real-time. 


See msdn.microsoft.com/library/ 
en-us/dnaskdr/html/ 
askgui06032003.asp on why 
using GetType(MyClass) is bad. 
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End Sub 


As String 

Dim s As String 

SyncLock IPCq 

For Each item As Object In IPCq 


had is a trace of the events leading up to it. In a poorly 
designed system (and I've worked with some horrors), this is 
precisely whats missing! 

Tracing or data logging of real-time events is something 
of an art, because tracing always has an effect on the 
process youre looking at. The trick is to make it as 
lightweight as possible so that you dont disturb the process. 
To put it mildly, its not a good idea to miss an event because 
you were tracing a previous event. Even with good tracing, 
its often not possible to capture all of the data you Ideally 
require, and then it can be a case of working out what 
happened — a little like Sherlock Holmes in Silver Blaze, 
where the fact that the dog didn't bark in the night was the 
vital piece of information. I've included a simple tracing 
system that records what's happening. However, its more 
complicated than writing to a file. It's perfectly good for many 
things, but it can be slow and the thing to avoid with tracing 
is affecting the process you want to trace. 


: Socket connect 
: hello world 

: OK: hello world 
: Socket closed 

: Socket connect 
: hello world 

: OK: hello world 
: Socket closed 


Save Clear Exit 


The tracing part of the program is useful for tracing down errors. 
Good tracing has to be built-in. It’s usually difficult to add later. 





s += item.ToString 
Next 
End SyncLock 


Return s 


The tracing system involves a .NET collection type; a 
Queue. A Queue is a first-in, first-out ‘holding bay’ for 
objects and is fairly simple to use. Even better — it’s fast. But 
theres a problem if youre using threads to insert and 
remove items from a queue and this is ‘synchronising’ the 
queue between two threads. 

The problem is this: If thread A is inserting an item into 
the queue, it can be suspended and a second thread, B, 
activated which might then try to remove something from 
the queue. At the very worst, this could end up with corrupt 
memory, as the queue pointers wont be in a consistent 
State. However, NET detects the problem and signals an 
exception, so the memory state remains valid. 

However, to avoid the .NET exception, we need to 
synchronise the queue ourselves. This is done quite easily 
by using the queue object itself, or better, by using a special 
synchronisation object. This is described in ‘Synchronisation 
and queues’ at the top of this page. PCP 
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The east way of accessing the desktop host is to use the DNS 
class to resolve the PDA's pseudo-name of ‘ppp_peer’. 


Lock Up? Microsoft documentation is wrong! 


The meaning and syntax of the Visual 
Basic SyncLock statement has always 
confused me. It's good to know that it 
confused Microsoft as well. It turns out 
that the examples and methods used to 
describe how to lock items and make 
code thread safe isn't that safe after all. 
Mostly, programmers have got into the 
habit of obtaining a reference to use in a 


SyncLock statement from a class like this: 
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SyncLock GetType (MyClass) 
End SyncLock 


Indeed, that's what it says in the .NET 
documentation, and it's a practice I've 
been following for some time. But if you 
look in the VB .NET Programming 
Language book, it's not recommended. 
Instead, the examples in the book use a 
static or shared member of the class. 
So, for an array, it’s done like this: 


SyncLock Array.SyncRoot 

I was a little puzzled as to what was 
going on. I've never really understood 
what was being locked with this 
statement anyway. During an MSDN 
search, | found an article by Dr. GUI 


explaining why locking using the class 
reference obtained by GetType isn't just 
a bad idea — in some circumstances, it 
can be downright hazardous. 

First, getting the class reference is a 
slow business and, secondly, the class 
type isn’t yours to lock in the first place. 
So you could use a DLL from a third 
party and find out that the DLLs 
programmer has used exactly the same 
reference, and you end up with a fairly 
nasty deadlock. The correct way to do it 
is to use a private shared member of 
your own class as the argument to 
SyncLock. That way, the lock is your 
own personal property and the locking 
‘granularity’ is as small as possible, 
which is a good thing anyway. E 


RANTS AND RAVES 








Huw Collingbourne 


huw.collingbourne @futurenet.co.uk 


This month, our resident 
technical expert Huw 
Collingbourne gets knotted. 
If only he actually would. 





CD-ROMs are great for learning languages but 
it’s hard to beat the good ol’ BBC website. 


Head here please 


This month, I've been brushing up my Welsh 
with the aid of a CD-ROM package: ‘Dyna 











Grave concerns (knots 


for the faint-hearted) 





It's been a tough few weeks for Huw Collingbourne, yet he still 
manages to utilise his PC for the benefit of the dear departed 


ast week, | took my old and beloved cat to the vet's 
L? surgery in the hope that, in spite of all indications to 

the contrary, the vet would tell me she would make 
a full recovery. It was a false hope. She was dying. It was up 
to me to decide whether to spin out the pain and sickness or 
put an end to it there and then. | made the latter choice. The 
vet gave my cat 
her final injection 
and | held her as 
she died. 

The loss of an 
animal is difficult 
to share. IF you 
lose a friend or a family member, people expect you to 
grieve. If you lose a cat or a dog, on the whole, they do not. | 
admit to having spent the last month or two pathetically 
searching the Internet for miracle cat cures that the vet might 
not know about. | didn't find any. However, | did find plenty of 
‘Snake oil’; quack remedies and patent medicines. This gave 
me a powerful insight into the psychological power of scams 
that play on peoples fears. 

If you've lost a pet and feel the need to 
talk about it, you may want to take 
advantage of the Pet Bereavement service 
from Blue Cross animal welfare organisation 
(www.bluecross.org.uk). They offer support 
over the telephone or by email and have a 
downloadable guide to help children deal 
with the loss of a pet. 


Burning issues 

Call me a sentimental fool if you like but, 
having buried my cat in the garden, | 
decided to mark the spot with a headstone 
or, to be more accurate, a ‘headwood’. One 
of my hobbies is pyrography, which is the art 
and craft of burning pictures into wood 
(Www.suewalters.com, WwW. 
freeartschool.com). Being of a Celtic 
disposition, | decided that a decoration of 
Celtic knotwork would be appropriate (Www. 
aon-celtic.com). Celtic knots are the highly 
decorative interlinking designs found on 


“I admit to having spent the last month or two 
pathetically searching the Internet for miracle 
cat cures that the vet might not know about.” 


Hwyl”. It's a user-friendly program on two CDs 
(www.dynahwyl.com). Released in 1996, this 
was originally supported by a tutoring service 


from Swansea College. Sadly, this service is no 


longer available and, in spite of the website's 
promised updated version of the software, l'm 
informed that the update has now been 
cancelled. While this is a nice tutorial, at £100 


(www.preseli.com) it is, frankly, too expensive. 


You'll get better value from the BBC's superb 
free lessons for learners at all levels from 
www.bbc.co.uk/wales/learnwelsh 
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some medieval carvings and in manuscripts, 
such as the Book of Kells. The only problem 
is that, while Celtic knotwork looks very 
pretty, its also fiendishly complicated. 
Indeed, it's just the sort of thing computers 
should be good at! Before a computer can 
approach a problem such as this, someone 
has to work out the sequence of steps, or 


algorithms’, needed to generate the patterns. 


Luckily for me, the French mathematician 
Christian Mercat has done just that (www. 
entrelacs.net). He provides a tutorial in 
English and French explaining how to 
generate intricate knotwork patterns from 
simple lines. Following some links from this 
site, | found several knotwork design 


programs inspired by Mercats work. The easiest to use is 
Celtic Knots Designer (www.celticdesigner.com). This enables 
you to define your knot from straight lines placed on a grid. 
Each line acts as a framework onto which the knot itself is 
woven. For example, when you insert a vertical line, the 
software weaves two diagonal lines over and under it. The 
end results show the 
weaving, not the 
framework you created. 
Knots can be re-routed 
to create complex 
patterns by 
disconnecting lines from 
the framework. Celtic Knot Designer costs £16 and is also 
available as a free 30-day evaluation. 


Get knotted 
The Knotwork Editor is more interactive but less user friendly 
(membres.lycos.fr/dlegland/entrelacs/entrelacs.html). This 
enables you to place dots around which knots are woven. 
You can change the knot from Celtic to Arabic or other styles, 
and you can resize and reshape your knots by dragging with 
the mouse. On the downside, you can't save knots as 
graphics, the program lacks online help and it requires the 
latest Sun Java runtime (about 15MB from www.java.com). 
If you want to get really serious about Celtic Knots, grab 
yourself a copy of Steve Abbott's free Knots3D (www.abbott. 
demon.co.uk/knots.html). In common with Celtic Knot 
Designer (CKD), this lets you create and adapt frameworks 
onto which your knots are woven. But, unlike CKD, it displays 
the framework and the knot itself in the same screen. 
Moreover, it provides numerous mathematical options to let 
you tweak’ your knots. Best of all, it enables you to save 
your knots in vector format so they can be imported into 3D 
graphics packages to be rendered or incorporated into 
scenes. Knots 3D is a Visual Basic 6 application. If you 
already have the VB6 runtime installed, the Knots3D 
download is a mere 110KB, otherwise it's just over 2MB. If 
youre already hooked on knots, you'll probably fall in love 
with Knots3D. If not, now's the time to start a love affair! | 
only hope the cat appreciates it. PCP 
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Knots3D lets you create two-dimensional Celtic knots, convert 
them to 3D and export them to other programs. 





PRICE £388 (£330 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Interactive Ideas 
020 8805 1000 

INFO www.acronis.com 


CPU 133MHz or faster 

RAM 64MB 

OS Windows NT4 Server, 2000 Server, 
Server 2003 


True Image Server is a hard 
disk imaging utility offering 
small businesses server back- 
up and disaster recovery 
facilities. It’s a good cost- 
effective alternative to the 
established names in this 
market, with plenty of features 
for automating full and 
incremental imaging tasks, 
though the unique tape drive 
support is still flaky. 





ACRONIS TRUE IMAGE 
SERVER 8 





009000000 
0000000 


Features 


Performance 





PRICE Server is £177 (£151 ex VAT), 
workstation is £36 (£31 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Raxco Software 

0116 239 5888 

INFO www.raxco.com 


CPU 500MHz or fatser 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 2000, XP 2003 


PerfectDisk is a hard disk 
defrag utility that offers good 
network support for managing 
and automating hard disk 
clean-up tasks. It does require 
a copy to be installed on every 
system but full Active Directory 
support makes light work of 
job scheduling, and the Smart 
Placement feature could 
improve performance. 


RAXCO PERFECTDISK 6 
00000000 
0000000 
0000000 


Value 
Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 


| 





EXPERT REVIEWS 


SERVER DISK IMAGING 


Acronis True Image Server 8 


TIS8 offers a tidy 
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interface with imaging 
wizards and improved 
tape drive support. 


but this is a feature 
that will be included 
in the long-awaited 
Enterprise version. 
What you do get in 
this version is a 
range of options to 
improve imaging 














hoices for server disk imaging 
software are literally split 
between Acronis and Symantec and 
the former is now making a big push 
in the UK to get its True Image Server 
(TIS) utility more exposure. We were 
generally impressed when we looked 
at TIS7 (PC Plus 215), as we felt it 
offered a good value alternative to 
Symantec's V2i Protector. 

The latest version of TIS offers a 
modest set of new features but still 
doesn't support the imaging of 
remote servers to a central repository, 


DISK DEFRAGMENTER 
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performance by 
excluding the paging 
and hibernate files, 
and changing the process priority. You 
can also verify a disk image before 
its used to restore a drive or partition, 
and check the file system integrity 
after a restore job has been 
completed. A useful notification 
feature now enables TIS8 to send 
email, or to pop up messages when 
an imaging task has completed. 

The main interface hasn't changed 
significantly but this isn’t necessarily 
a bad thing, as it’s already simple 
enough to use, with large icons for 
easy access to each function. The 


Raxco PerfectDisk 6 


Active Directory 
support makes light 
work of creating 
defrag tasks on 


installed on all 
workstations and 
servers that are to 
be remotely 
managed first. The 
main interface is 
nowhere near as 
Slick as Diskeeper's 
but it's easy enough 








(i) hen the time comes to clean up 


a fragmented hard disk, for most 
of us, the standard Windows defrag 
tool is quite sufficient. The alternative 
is Raxco PerfectDisk 6. 

Similarly priced to Diskeeper, it 
offers a range of interesting features, 
not least the full network support that 
enables you to remotely defragment 
hard disks on all your workstations. 
Local installation is a swift task but, 
unlike Winternal’s Defrag Manager, a 
local copy of the software must be 
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to use, and full 
integration with 
Active Directory makes it easy to 
pick out domain members and view 
their hard disk status. From a drop- 
down menu, you can start defrag 
tasks and watch progress from the 
comparatively crude disk map to 
the right. 

The Smart Placement feature 
could prove useful, as it arranges files 
according to their modification date, 
so further defrag and system boot 
times are reduced. A fragmentation 
percentage threshold can also be 





Steps for image creation don't vary 
much from V2i Protector but the 
process priority can only be modified 
while the task is running, by selecting 
the icon from the System Tray and 
choosing one of three levels. Also, 
the paging and hibernate files are 
automatically excluded from the 
image process. lape drive support 
was a feature that made TIS/ unique, 
though, at the time, we weren't overly 
impressed, as we only got It to work 
with a Sony AIT drive during testing. 
TIS8 sees Some minor improvements 
but we wouldnt recommend buying 
it purely for this feature, as attempts 
to write an Image to an HP SureStore 
DDS-4 drive failed once again. 
However, whereas the previous 
version of True Image Server couldnt 
recognise our Tandberg Data SDLT600 
test drive, TIS8 had no such problems 
and proceeded to image a 4GB 
primary partition to tape in a little 
under 10 minutes. 

Overall, TIS8 doesn't introduce a 
huge range of new features but it’s 
still a solid alternative to V2i Protector, 
and is just as easy to use but comes 
in at a substantially lower price. 
Dave Mitchell 


used to automatically fire up a clean- 
up task if this is exceeded. 

Schedules can be used to 
automate local and remote tasks, and 
single schedules can contain multiple 
systems. Unlike Diskeeper, PerfectDisk 
is aware of disks that reside on 
remote systems and displays them 
ready for selection. However, all it 
does is add every drive letter it finds 
to a single list, leaving you to work 
out which systems they're on, which 
isn't the easiest or quickest job! 
Usefully, Active Directory group policies 
can also be used to automate 
PerfectDisk tasks. For performance, we 
found PerfectDisk slightly faster than 
Diskeeper, cleaning up a moderately 
fragmented volume in 30 minutes as 
opposed to 39 minutes for Diskeeper. 

The choice of defragmentation 
utility for network use is between 
Defrag Manager and PerfectDisk, as 
Diskeeper has too many foibles. Raxcos 
solution does offer a range of useful 
features and good performance but 
Defrag Manager is still the easier to use 
and only requires an agent loaded on 
each remote system to manage them. 
Dave Mitchell 





SOFTWARE 


Adobe Premiere Elements 





Audio meters 
You can use this 
small window to 

determine how loud 
each audio clip is 


Clip library 

A full list of your clips, 
with thumbnails, 
appears here, and 
also tells you duration 


Editing tools 

Trim, chop and stretch; 
these three tools are 
the ‘meat and veg’ of 
the editing process 


PRICE £69 (£59 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Adobe 0131 458 6842 
INFO www.adobe.co.uk 


CPU S00MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB 
OS Microsoft Windows XP 





Viewing pane 
Watch your clips in all 


their glory. The controls === 


at the bottom act 
like a remote control 


VIDEO EDITING 





t last! For years, we've 
wondered why Adobe hasn't 
released an entry-level video 


editor. In the photo editing arena, its 
Photoshop Elements series has been 
highly successful, capitalising on the 
good name developed by the more 
sophisticated Photoshop products. 
Premiere has just as strong a reputation 
among video professionals, so It'S a 
wonder Premiere Elements wasn't born 
a decade ago. Still, its here now, and 
the likelihood is that it will fare 
extremely well. 

On first impressions, Premiere 
Elements is exactly like Pinnacle Studio, 
Vegas Video and every other video 
editing package weve ever seen, with 
a viewing pane, a timeline and a clip 
library. Unlike many of its rivals, though, 
the appearance of the software 
changes as you move through the 
editing process. Most video editing 
programs are operated by opening and 
closing windows depending on what 
you want to do. In Elements, a set of 
tabs along the top guide you through 
the process. You start with ‘Capture’, 
move on to ‘Edit’ and ‘Effects’, and 
round things off in ‘Titles’ and ‘DVD’, 
before heading to ‘Export’. As you 
select each tab in turn, your workspace 
changes accordingly. For example, head 
into the ‘DVD’ section, and the monitor 
window shrinks, creating space for a 
template wizard. This means that 
whatever stage of editing youre at, the 
tools you need are immediately at your 
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Navigation tabs 
Move from the capture 
process, through editing 
and into DVD creation, 


ET 


Adobe Premiere Elements 


disposal. Naturally, the interface is 
customisable at every point. 

Adobe hasn't concentrated solely 
on aesthetics, though. Premiere 
Elements also boasts a number of 
noteworthy features, many of which 
have been ported from the costly 
Premiere Pro. Importing footage is a 
simple business. Plug your camera in, 
hit ‘Capture’, and you're ready to go. The 
scene detection system automatically 
splits the footage up into clips, which 
are inserted in your library. Unusually, 
this program also captures straight to 
the timeline. We can see how this may 
be useful for certain projects, such as 
plays, where a minimum of editing is 
required. In general, though, this is one 
of Adobes more pointless additions. 
You'll usually find that you spend more 
time taking unwanted material out of 
the timeline than you would inserting 
clips onto it. Fortunately, you can turn 
the option off. 


Timecode bridging 

When recording video, you often want 
to rewind what you've shot so you can 
check it. Before filming again, you have 
to find the end of your material. This 
often results in a small gap between 
scenes on your tape, which can play 
havoc with the capture process. 
Elements, however, is capable of 
skipping over these gaps, capturing 
footage before and after the blank 
portion without importing it. The editing 
section also features some neat tricks. 


using these tabs 


Tutorial panel 
Handy hints relevant 
to your current status 
pop up here - heed 
them well! 


Timeline 

This is where you 
construct your project, 
Carrying out editing 
and re-ordering 


Volume control 
Adjust the yellow line 
to change the volume. 
Just don’t expect too 
much precision 





Gapless editing, for example, whereby 
clips slide backwards to fill any spaces 
created by your trimming, can save a 
lot of time that you usually waste 
shuffling your footage around. If you 
like to fine tune your movies to the nth 
degree, you'll be particularly thankful 
for this. You'll also like the dual-screen 
approach, where you can see both the 
clip that youre adjusting and the frame 
after it in the viewing pane. In addition, 
automatic time-stretching means that 
even a beginner can achieve 
professional-looking touches, such as 
Slow motion and backward film. 

Speaking of professional-looking 
tools, the effects panel plays host to a 
ludicrous number of pans, fades and 
dissolves, plus several transitions and 
effects that don't have names. The 
picture-in-picture functionality is 
particularly impressive; if you've ever 
wanted to have one clip swirling 
around over the top of another, 
nows your chance. 

All the same, every video editing 
package under the sun contains 
hundreds of video effects. Where 
Premiere Elements stands out from the 
crowd is in its speed. Adobe has 
devised an ingenious solution for 
cutting down rendering times, even on 
PCs with limited processing power. With 
this software, a large number of the 
complicated calculations are passed on 
to the graphics card, greatly reducing 
the load on the CPU. This means that 
processes such as menu navigation 





and video playback are performed 
seamlessly and without interruption. 

Unfortunately, the expanded 
feature-set and added power are 
compromised by a lack of attention to 
the basics. Take simple editing, for 
example. The trim and razor blade tools 
should be extremely easy to use. It is 
after all, just a case of trimming and 
splitting clips. Frustratingly, it takes far 
too much effort to reach any level of 
precision. Unlike in Pinnacle Studio, 
where you can perform a large amount 
of your editing in the main playback 
window, Elements restricts you to 
trimming and cutting within the 
timeline. No matter how much you 
zoom and stretch around this window, 
the relevant icons remain too small for 
you to really see what youre doing. 

Audio is another irritating area. This 
should be one of Premiere Elements’ 
strengths, as Adobe provides a total of 
99 tracks for you to mix and overlap 
music, voice and atmospheric sound 
underneath your images. You also get 
an incredible range of audio effects, 
including noise reduction and reverb 
controls. Iry adjusting these effects at 
all, though, and you'll end up making 
use of the multiple undo levels. 


Controlling effects 
To control each effect, you must 
manipulate a yellow line that looks like 
an equalizer. In theory, you drag it 
upwards to increase the effect, and 
downwards to decrease it. Insert 
keyframes as you go, and you can vary 
the level through the piece. The trouble 
is, each track is given a maximum of 
around two centimetres to display this 
‘graph’, so the level or precision is 
laughable, particularly for sensitive 
effects such as pitch control. 
Unfortunately, volume control also 
relies on this yellow line approach, 
making layering audio a thankless task. 
In our sample project, we tried to insert 


On the way out 
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Unusually for an entry-level package, Premiere Elements is limited in its DVD creation 
options. A note for Adobe: more flexibility next time, please. 


a music track underneath the spoken 
voices on the original footage. We were 
simply unable to adjust the two tracks 
to a point where you could hear the 
music, but not have the voice drowned 
out. This is a fairly simple procedure, 
and one that wed expect any modern 
video editing package to perform easily. 
Premiere Elements is also a little 
disappointing in the final touches’ 
department. Titles are extremely easy 
to place; simply type the text, select 
the required pre-set, and drag it into 
the timeline. However, youre given very 
little flexibility to customise. Studio 9s 
approach, where you can manually 
track exactly where you want text to 
move across the screen, beats this 
selection of rolling credits, hands down. 
DVD creation is similarly limited. 
Theres no sign of any video 
backgrounds or animated buttons, and 
you can't even create your own 
graphics. Instead, you're forced to make 
do with Adobes selection of 
nauseating themed lay-outs. This is 
fine for the absolute novice, but as you 


progress, its good to give your 
creations that professional touch. 

We dont want to finish on a 
negative, though, and thankfully the 
export utility gives us the chance to be 
more upbeat. Apart from the DVD/SVCD 
option, you can also turn your movies 
into MPEG, QuickTime or Windows 
Media files, and the level of control 
over elements, such as frame rate and 
image quality, is astounding if you want 
to dabble (see the boxout below). 

Importantly, its possible to preview 
your project either in full-screen, or on a 
separate monitor. Adobe has obviously 
worked hard to include a number of 
high-powered features here, and the 
fact that it has done so without 
Sacrificing the performance of the 
software is commendable. Sadly, its all 
too clear that this is the company’s first 
attempt at an entry-level product. For 
the next version, it needs to concentrate 
on making every part of the software 
more intuitive. Then wed really have a 
program to get excited about. 

Russell James 


Premiere Elements makes it easier than ever for amateurs to publish their creations 


It doesn't matter how long you spend 
putting your video together, if you want 
people to see it, you need to export it. 
Premiere Elements makes it easier than 
ever for amateurs to publish their creations 
in a variety of formats — bad news for 
any long suffering relatives who have to 
sit through tedious holiday videos! 

By far the most common export 
method is DVD creation (or, for old- 
fashioned types, SVCD). As we 
mentioned in the main review, Elements 
is slightly limited in this regard, with the 
focus on templates rather than user 
flexibility. The process of burning to 
disc, though, is as easy as pie. Once 
you've finished editing, simply hit 


‘Create DVD’, specify your regional 
coding (PAL or NTSC), and Elements 
does the rest. It will even adjust the 
quality of the video automatically, giving 
you as high a bitrate as possible, 
without creating a file that’s too large 
for your disc. Of course, if you're not a 
beginner, you don't have to follow its 
directions. Still, where the software 
excels is in exporting your movies as 
files. Any format that's based around 
MPEG, QuickTime or Windows Media is 
fine, so you have no excuse for creating 
a movie that won't play on your desired 
software. As you would expect, you can 
vary the bitrate, balancing picture 
quality against file size. However, 


Elements also enables you to adjust 
other technical aspects of your film. For 
example, you may want to adjust the 
width and height of your frame. This is 
particularly useful for publishing on the 
web, where the number of pixels in 
each frame has a dramatic effect on 
playback. Similarly, you may want to 
mess with the frame rate. Obviously a 
higher frame per ssecond equals a more 
watchable video, but if you're catering 
for 56K modems, you may want to limit 
load times by reigning this in. All of this 
is not only possible, but very simple. 
What's more, Adobe translates the 
figures into plain language: for example, 
giving bitrate a ‘quality’ rating. E 








Adobe's latest release is 
designed to serve the low end 
of the video editing market. 
Costing just one tenth of the 
price of Premiere Pro, it's 
intended as a ‘Pinnacle Studio- 
killing’ entry-level program, 
cramming in as many features 
as possible while concentrating 
on value and ease of use. 





ADOBE PREMIERE 
ELEMENTS 








Elements presents all your video 
options inside one user-friendly 
screen. This is one area where 
customisation isn’t a problem. 
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ORGANISATIONAL TOOL 
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@ ooking to improve an aspect of 
your business? The first step is to 


understand how it works right now, and 
this is often surprisingly difficult. Most 
businesses quickly build a web of 
overlapping processes and systems, and 
no one person ever sees the big picture. 
allClear Analyzer flow charts can 
help you get a handle on what's going 
on, although initially it looks like just 
another diagram tool. Start by choosing 
a template for the type of chart you're 
creating (choose from TOM, 
organisational chart, IDEFO activity and 


IMAGE EDITING 








hotoStudio 5.5 is an entry-level 
image editor that's also 
commonly found bundled with digital 
cameras. It's from the same product 
family as Photolmpression (image- 
editing, templates and projects), 
Funhouse (page design) and Panorama 
Maker. The standalone version of 
PhotoStudio 5.5 costs £50, which isn't 
especially cheap, so it needs to stack 
up well against Photoshop Elements, 
arguably the leading program for 
beginners, version two of which has 








Each step in your flow 
chart can have any 
number of attached 
files, URLs or notes. 
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node diagrams, and 
a range of different 
flow charts). Then 
drag and drop 
symbols from a 
library and tweak 
them with the 
properties you need. 
It doesnt take long 
before you begin to 
spot handy shortcuts, 
though. Tired of dragging connectors 
between flow chart boxes, for instance? 
Here you can just drop one box onto 
another, and allCLEAR automatically 
adds it with a connecting line. 

The program also comes with a 
library of ‘clusters’ (pre-built groups of 
chart components). These range from a 
simple decision box with yes and no 
options, to cases (three or more 
decisions), trees, loops and more. 

Unusually, you can also generate 
charts with text commands. Entering 
Arrive at work’, ‘Enter office’, ‘Coffee 


If you got PhotoStudio 
free with your digital 
camera, you can’t 
really complain. 


been on sale at a 
similar price (version 
three is just out). 

PhotoStudio does 
all the basic tasks 
youd expect. It can 
rotate and crop 
skewed scans, fix 
red-eye, apply instant 
tonal fixes, clone out 
faults and apply 
special effects. It also supports layers, 
a variety of selection tools and text to 
enable you to create more ambitious 
illustrations. Version 5.5 adds new 
features, a redesigned interface and 
improved performance. Theres a new 
photo browser, animated 3D text and 
real-time effect previews. 

But is there anything here to make 
you choose this program rather than a 
mainstream favourite like Elements? 
Well, no. Quite the reverse. It's not 
particularly adept at basic image- 


SOFTWARE 








made?’ would generate two steps, then 
a decision box with yes/no branches 
would be added automatically. We 
found it quicker to create an initial chart 
outline this way, and use the graphical 
tools later to customise the final results. 

Its then possible to define variables 
that relate to the process you're 
describing, like time or cost, and 
modify them from any step in the 
chart. Finally, allCLEAR analyses and 
reports on each possible route through 
the process, So you can see which 
paths cost more, or take the longest. 

The simulation feature takes 
account of this by assigning 
probabilities to each decision point. 
This creates a more accurate process 
model, and enables you to play 
“what if?” You can export the results 
as HTML for others to look at and 
discuss as well. 

allCLEAR Analyzer doesn't have 
all the fancy features of high-end 
simulation software, but there are 
compensations. It's much easier to 
use, for instance, and costs a fraction 
of the price, making this an ideal 
choice for anyone looking to get 
Started with process modelling. 
Mike Williams 


ArcSoft PhotoStudio 5.5 


editing for a start. The Auto Enhance 
option presents you with nine 
thumbnail alternatives, each only subtly 
different from the next and all offering 
only slight adjustments to brightness 
and contrast. Theres no Levels dialog — 
an essential option for serious image 
editors — and colour adjustment tools 
are limited to RGB sliders or a Hue 
dialog. Although you can make 
selections, create multiple layers and 
develop some quite sophisticated 
imagery, theres nothing here to rival 
any of the other mid-range programs. 

What you get is a modest selection 
of tools, none of which are as 
informative or as adjustable as those in 
Elements. The interface isn't so tidy, 
either, with floating palettes of different 
sizes and no docking or palette- 
Stacking system to keep your 
workspace clear. PhotoStudio sets out 
to be “fast, simple and fun,” but its 
user-friendliness is patchy. 

If it cost £20 instead of £50, you 
could forgive PhotoStudio its basic 
toolset and clunky interface, but the 
price is too close to that of Elements or 
Photolmpact, both of which are better. 
Rod Lawton 





PRICE £390 (£332 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER 01795 47 9001 
WWw.proquis.com 

INFO www.allclearoline.com 


CPU 90MHz or faster 
RAM 16MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


Quickly and easily create a 
variety of diagrams, including 
process maps, deployment and 
relationship charts, decision 
trees and flow charts of all 
kinds. Then use the Analyzer 
module to simulate your process 
and calculate optimal and critical 
paths through the chart. 





ALLCLEAR ANALYZER 6.1 
Value 000000000 
00000000 
00000000 





Features 








Performance 





PRICE £50 (£43 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER ArcSoft Europe 
01491 845285 

INFO www.arcsoft.com 


CPU 233MHz or faster 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98SE or later 


A basic image-editing program 
that's designed to be fast, 
simple and fun. It incorporates 
image enhancing tools, 
panorama stitching and multi- 
layer montages. The latest 
version boasts interface and 
speed improvements but, at 
the same price (or not much 
more), there are better 
alternatives on the market. 


ARCSOFT 
PHOTOSTUDIO 5.5 


Features 00900 
Performance @©00000 
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SPAM 
Canning Spam 


PRICE £15 (£13 ex VAT) ISBN 0-672-32639-6 AUTHOR Jeremy Poteet 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


f theres one hot topic in the IT 

world at the moment, then it 
has to be the growing menace of 
Spam that's threatening to wipe out 
all the advantages of email in one 
blow. It's surprising, then, that there 
are relatively few books out there 
addressing the problem from the 
perspective of a hands-on anti- 
spam manual for the intelligent 
masses. Theres little point in a ‘Janet 
and John’ book in this field. At that 
level, the user is best left to pressing 
the AOL 9 ‘report spam’ button. The 
rest of us want something that will 
actually help in a real world, ‘belt 
and braces’ way. 

It should cover address spoofing 
and how to follow the header trail 
back to the real sender; go into 
some depth on the subject of open 
relays; demystify Bayesian filtering 
and inject some sense into workable 
anti-spam solutions for grown-ups. 
Poteet makes a valiant effort, with 
some very coherent explanations of 
Javascript obfuscation code and 
good advice for administrators to 
deal with SQL injection dangers. But 


WEB 


CANNING SPAM 


You ve Got Mail 
(That You Don't Want) 


for the most part, there is too little 
meat and too many potatoes: the 
author spends far too much time 
padding the pages with basic ‘no- 
brainer’ explanations. If Sams were 
to cut out the waffle and cut the 
page count and price by 50 per cent, 
it might make a better impression. 
Davey Winder 





Google: The Missing Manual 


PRICE £10 (£8 ex VAT) ISBN 0-596-00613-6 AUTHOR Milstein and Dornfest 


SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


ou don't need a manual for 
Google, because its about as 
simple as you can get: small empty 
box, type in keyword, press button 
and wait for your URL reward, right? 
Wrong! Sure, you can do it this way 
if all you want is a quick and 
generic website hunted down. This 
book does a fine job if you want to 
make your searches a little more 
specific, ensure the hits returned are 
bang on the money, and explore all 
the additional features of Google. 
You could trawl the online help files 
or the many Google specific 
websites and put together much of 
this book for free, using just a lot of 
time and effort. If you value your 
time higher than that, then read the 
missing manual and spend it 
exploring all the nooks and crannies 
that the search engine hides away. 
You'll discover those areas of 
Google that dont get quite as much 
media attention. How about using it 
as a calculator, or to convert 
between units of measurement, for 
example? Be warned, though, that 
this is a user guide rather than a 





Sarah Milstein 
Rael Dornfest 


O'REILLY’ 


developer kit. If you want to know 
about the Google API, for example, 
you'll be better served by the 
‘Google Hacks’ book from the same 
publisher. Like all manuals, you'll 
already know large swathes of 
what is being read, but at just 

less than a tenner its worth it for 
the gems you don't. 

Davey Winder 








READING MATTERS 


BLOGGING 





Teach Yourself Movable Type in 24 Hours 


PRICE £15 (£13 ex VAT) ISBN 0-672-32590-X AUTHOR Holzschlag and Glendinning 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


TY eve always had a problem 

with the ‘you can do it ina 
day’ books; namely that nine times 
out of 10, you most certainly can't, 
or at least not with any level of 
competence that actually equates 
to a practical, rather than just 
theoretical, understanding of the 
subject matter. Oh, and we often 
have problems with blogs as well, 
mainly because the software is, 
more often than not, painfully bad. 
However, after a few hours of 
reading, Movable Type (MT) 
appears to be an exception to the 
bad blogging rule. 

Rather than just being a vehicle 
to foist your opinions on others 
[pot, meet kettle. Ed], Movable Type 
is halfway between a well- 
executed blog tool and a fully- 
fledged content management and 
distribution solution. This does 
mean you need some prior 
knowledge about running a web 
server, as this isn't a ‘blog toy’. It's 
the grown-up deal. As such, there's 
a lot to pack into a day, but the 
authors have found the perfect 


MICROSOFT OFFICE 


Office 2003 XML 


PRICE £20 (£17 ex VAT) ISBN 0-596-00538-5 





hosting 


v= 


RSS 





balance of theory and practice to 
make it possible, provided you put 
in the perspiration. If you do, then 
youll discover how to build and 
maintain a website using Movable 
Type, from fundamental installation 
FAQs to more sophisticated high- 
end feature configuration. 

Davey Winder 


af ae 
EDITOR'S 
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AUTHOR Lenz, McRae and St.Laurent SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


ffice 2005 marked something 

of a milestone as far as XML 
and Microsoft were concerned, as it 
saw the Seattle giant finally 
acquiesce to the demands from 
end-users for full native XML 
support within the application suite. 
Office 2003 lets you save 
documents in XML and interact with 
them as you would expect. It also 
means that the third party developer 
community can at last build Office 
applications that use XML data and 
call XML-based web services, 
provided, of course, that you fully 
understand the connection between 
the suite and markup language. In 
typical no-nonsense, packed-to- 
the-gills with example code, 
authoritative O’Reilly-style, it 
provides the learning bridge 
between the two. The hands-on 
projects and copious quantity of 
illustrative matter make light work of 
the task in hand. You'll need to 
already possess basic skills when it 
comes to working in an Office 
environment from the programming 
point of view, and theres an 


Jniagenting Office wiid the Rest pf tly Wuri 


Office 2005 J 
XML è 





assumption that you're comfortable 
with XML. Don't expect to walk away 
from this reference with anything 
other than a sore head and puzzled 
expression if your work is principally 
‘within’ Office itself; the core concept 
is one of combining Office with third 
party information sources. Io borrow 
a cliche: you don't have to be a 
developer to read this, but it helps. 
Davey Winder 
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PRICE £65 (£55 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Canon 0870 514 3723 
INFO www.canon.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 4,800x1,200dpi 
PRINT SPEED 20ppm mono, 

14ppm colour 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 150 sheets 
MEDIA SIZES Credit card to A4 
INTERFACE USB 20, Pictbridge 
DIMENSIONS 418x260x169mm 
WEIGHT 4.4Kg 





CANON PIXMA IP2000 
Value 000000 


Features 009000000 


Performance @©0000000 


OVERALL 





PRICE £289 (£246 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Warehouse Express 
01603 25 8012 

INFO www.minoltaeurope.com 
WARRANTY One year 


TYPE 4.2MP Compact Zoom 
EFFECTIVE PIXELS 4 million 
APERTURE F/2.8-F4.5 
FOCAL RANGE 35-420mm 
35mm equivalent) 

ZOOM 12x 

STORAGE MEDIA SD 

FILE FORMATS JPEG 
DISPLAY 1.5in TFT LCD 
INTERFACE USB 

POWER 4x AA batteries 


— 


KONICA MINOLTA DIMAGE Z3 


Features 00900000000 


Performance @000000000 


OVERALL 








HARDWARE 


A4 INKJET PRINTER 





Canon PIXMA iP2000 





ven small inkjet printers can end 
E) up using a lot of space once 
you've unfolded the various paper 
trays. With the iP2000, however, what 
you see is much more than what you 
get, thanks to the horizontal paper tray 
built into the bottom. This makes it 
ideal for using on a shelf or in a desk 
unit, where headroom is limited. 

Theres nothing new in this U- 

shaped paper path design for inkjet 
printers. HP has been doing the same 
thing for over a decade with its range 
of Deskjet printers. However, what 


4MP DIGITAL CAMERA 





r 
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uch as we liked Minolta’s Z1 (PC 

Plus 212), there was a nagging 
suspicion that its outré design would 
date far too fast. We weren't too harsh 
on it at the time — the camera itself 
was too exciting — and were quite 
glad we held back. The latest in the Z 
series, the Z3, has retained the same 
basic design and it’s still as refreshing 
as ever. 

It's even slightly improved. 

Although the thin plastic shell still 
doesnt feel like it could take a few 
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The U-turn paper path 
means you don’t need 
to open the vertical 
paper input tray. 


makes the iP2000 
particularly useful is 
that you also get a 
rear-mounted, upright 
input tray as well, so 
you don't have to 
load photo paper 
glossy side down 
and send it through 
the rigors of the U- 
bend. You can even 
have photo paper loaded in the upright 
tray and plain paper underneath, 
switching between media types with 
the printers handy front panel paper 
selection button. 

Under the bonnet, the printer 
features the same cartridges as the 
i350, 1455 and i475 printers, in the shape 
of the BCI-24 black and tri-colour units. 
These cost about £7 and £12 
respectively and make for fairly high 
mono printing costs at around 5.5p per 
sheet, though colour is more 
reasonable at /5p per sheet. 


Love or hate the looks, 
you have to admire 
the Z3 for approaching 
perfection. 


knocks, build quality 
is much more solid, 
and the addition of 
a rubberised grip 
aids ergonomics. 
The shutter release 
has also been 
repositioned for ease 
of use, and the only 
real drawback is the 
SD card cover, which 
is pathetically weak. For the most 
part, you only have to hold the Z3 for 
a couple of seconds to know that it's 
‘the business’. 

Even if beauty were only skin deep, 
wed be intimately involved with the Z3 
right now. Inside, this is close to the 
perfect compact camera. The 
specification sheet belies the price tag 
to the point of improbability. A fast 12x 
zoom lens, 10 frames per second 
continuous shooting, a four megapixel 
sensor, full manual control — theres 





Photo quality is fairly good for a 
four-ink system, although skin tones 
and bright colours tend to print a little 
on the muddy side, and theres a 
slight lack of contrast. Mono text 
quality is excellent, but pages are 
often still visibly wet when leaving the 
printer, which can lead to smudging in 
multi-sheet printouts. We had to up 
the ‘print drying time’ setting by a 
notch or two in the print driver to get 
around the problem. 

A4 text pages took just eight and 
nine seconds to produce (draft and 
normal quality), while colour graphics 
and text pages took a reasonable 46 
seconds in normal mode. Canon claims 
that you can print 4x6in photos in just 
under a minute but, in high-quality 
mode, it took us almost two and a half 
minutes to create a borderless print. 

The 1P2000 is a versatile, quiet and 
good-quality printer, and its low asking 
price makes it almost irresistible. 
However, high running costs make it 
Suitable only for occasional printing. The 
next model up in the PIXMA range is 
the iP3000, which costs £20 more, has 
single ink tanks and costs half as much 
to run for both mono and colour output. 
Matthew Richards 


Konica Minolta DiMAGE Z3 


more here than any other compact 
camera we know of. It's topped off by 
simply outstanding picture quality. Sure, 
theres the traditional Minolta film-like 
grain, and the excellent LCD screen 
from the Z1 has been replaced with 
only an average one, but on all other 
points, the Z3 is faultless. Colours are 
natural and strong, sharpness is 
impeccable and, most surprising of all, 
the lens suffers from very little 
distortion despite its humungous 
length. It can take a bit of time to focus 
in some awkward situations but it's top 
of the class for speed. 

The crowning glory is the inclusion 
of Minolta’s amazing anti-shake 
technology, which counters camera 
movement by adjusting the position of 
the CCD while you shoot. Combined 
with the lack of shutter lag, this means 
quick snapshots on overcast days will 
be crisp and clear, even at the full 
extent of the zoom. 

There are cheaper cameras out 
there, and higher resolution ones, but if 
youte after a camera that excels at 
everything from sports photography to 
potraits, the Z3 Is the one to choose. 
Adam Oxford 
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ENCYCLOPEDIA 


Encarta Premium Suite 2005 


e owe a lot to Microsoft 
Encarta. Although the original 
product was more irritating than 
tap-dancing nits, with its slow loading, 
buggy interface and obvious American 
political bias, it established multimedia 
as an acceptable and realistic part of 
everyday computing. Without Encarta’s 
resource-hungry archive movies and 
ludicrous animations, it seems unlikely 
that Flash, HTML and PC movies would 


PRICE £50 (£43 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 
INFO www.encarta.com 





© Encarta Dictionary 





CPU 333MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


stem Roundhead 


Roundhead 4) 


Roundhead [równd hed] 
(plural Roundheads) 
noun 





Thesaurus 


It's Encarta — surely you know 
what it does by now?! This 
version of Microsoft's famous 
encyclopedia features a number 
of child-friendly additions, plus 


Translations 
(French-English) 
Cromwell supporter in the English Civil War: somebody who 


supported Oliver Cromwell and the parliamentary party against King 
Charles I during the English Civil War of 1642 to 1649, See a/so Cavalier 


roundelay 
roundelays 


the usual information updates 
and interface tweaks. 





Microsoft Encarta Premium 
Suite 2005 





Info-dump 


be quite what they are now. Indeed, 
even its high-end price-point 
encouraged software piracy and the 
development of the free software 
movement (just so we wouldn't have to 
pay for the damn thing), hence the 
whole MP3 explosion. 

The package hasn't seen an 
enormous update since its last 
incarnation. The main updates have 
involved the usual minor interface 
tweaks, and, significantly, a larger focus 
on childrens education. The latter takes 
several forms. First off is the distinctly 
child-oriented Encarta Kids, which uses 
large icons, bright colours and a cut- 
down version of the encyclopedia. It's 
easy to use and much better than the 
paltry effort made by Britannica. 
Secondly, theres a free online maths 
tuition course. The ideas sensible, but 
were curious as to why this is restricted 
to maths. Finally, a homework tutor is 
included, which helps your kids organise 
their work. 


American leanings 

Encartas Atlas section is still particularly 
impressive. Using a dynamic globe and 
intelligent links, you can zoom on any 
area of the map and a simple left-click 
will bring up a list of local, national, 
continental and global options based on 


roundels 
rounder 
rounders 
Roundhead 
roundhouse 
roundhouses 
roundlet 
roundlets 
roundly 


Cavaliers),] 





[Mid-17th century. From their close-cropped hair (contrasted with that of the 


Print Add to Researcher Launch Encarta 


The dictionary jumps up each time you double-click a word, though its vocabulary is 
somewhat limited compared with Britannica’s Merriam-Webster. 


the area youre looking at. The articles 
are as definitive as Britannicas, though 
more obscure information is less likely to 
be there. Encarta is useful for American 
information, as expected (yet the kids’ 
encyclopedia had a scandalous lack of 
data on the American presidents). 

The updates package is also as 
impressive as ever. Compared to 
Britannica, which has no online updates 
available, Encarta 2005 takes advantage 
of its predecessor's updates, enabling us 
to see articles on Henri Cartier-Bresson 
and other notable events of our time 
through a semi-historical perspective. 
Then there are the numerous research 
tools which, while helpful, dont match 
Britannicas Brainstormer feature. 

The dictionary and thesaurus are 
handy, and a nice touch is the 
translation tool that can work between 
English, German, French, and Italian. 





So, its a by-the-numbers effort from 
Microsoft, adding very little to the 
established product yet again. That said, 
there isn't much more you could add, 
and with the competition failing to keep 
up, were forced to put this on top again. 
One of the best encyclopedias in the 
world, but resting on its laurels. 

Dan Griliopoulos 


D Climate 


Maps and atlases inside and outside 
Encarta’s articles are superior to Britannica. 


Why buy an Encyclopedia at all? Dan Griliopoulos takes us through the websites that can replace a hundred books 





The Microsoft Encarta visual 


browser is easy to use and 
attractively designed. 





As we write this, the Oxford Dictionary 
of National Biography has just been 
released with an RRP of £7500, and 
with development costs of around 
£22million. Meanwhile, online, you can 
find nearly everything enclosed therein 
but, to quote Eric Morecambe, “not 
necessarily in the right order.” This 
leaves you asking the question, “Why 
buy a reference book at all if I've got 
broadband Internet?” 

The information in Britannica has 
been compiled over four centuries; both 
Britannica and Encarta rely heavily on 
expert academics to update their 
content, so you'd imagine that their 
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content is reliable. Compare this to 
something like the Wikipedia (http:// 
en.wikipedia.org) or the Hitchhiker's 
Guide (www.h2g2.com), where the 
content is produced entirely by 
volunteers and volunteer editors, and 
you can immediately see that the 
difference in reliability of content 
should be enormous. That said, a 

quick browse of the Wikipedia will 
reveal that its coverage of mainstream 
areas is actually as up to date and 
comprehensive as either of the big two. 
And in the quirkier or more specialised 
areas, the Wiki either has a surprisingly 
full article, or no article at all. 


Wiki is probably your best bet if you 
think that both Encarta and Britannica 
are beyond your means. If you're 
looking for a more unified online 
encyclopedia, then the examples at 
www.encyclopedia.com or www. 
bartleby.com/65/ are both 
comprehensive and free. 

Of course, there are extra advantages 
to using an online encyclopedia: you 
can Save on processing power, hard- 
drive space and money. In fact, for the 
normal properties of an encyclopedia, 
beyond the sometimes useless movies, 
the Internet is eminently superior. When 
you consider the simple powers of 


ENCYCLOPEDIA 





ritannica is, oddly, the weaker 
of the two encyclopedias on 
test, despite its reputation. It 
missed a trick back in the early 1990s 
when Encarta established itself as the 
primary digital encyclopedia. The 
price point it came in at, while still 
expensive for anyone but wealthy 
institutions and education 
establishments, was much cheaper 
than any of EBs products. Moreover, 
when EB finally entered the DVD 
encyclopedia market, it failed to take 
account of the multimedia capabilities 
that had made Encartas name. 
Britannica has been around since 
1771 (the young Encarta has been 
around since 1993) and its qualities 
shine through in the depth of its 
articles. It does particularly well on 
European history, and one of its 
Strengths is in its depth of subject 
knowledge, and couched opinions. 
The tone is far from modern and 
the language will no doubt be 
anachronistic and outdated one day, 
but, if nothing else, the opinionated 
style can be a refreshing change from 
Encartas rather bland tone of voice. 
Whether this is your cup of tea is 
another matter entirely, 








There’s a lot of wasted space in the 
standard Britannica window, but this is 
customisable to a degree. 


Google or, more specifically, the Google 
Directory (http://directory.google.com) 
for finding sifted, categorised 
information, there seems little reason 
to invest in anything but broadband. 
Then, of course, there are the 
Internet's specialisations. Want a 
mythological dictionary detailing 
civilisations ranging from Viking to 
Sumerian to Aztec? Try the 
Encyclopaedia Mythica (www. 
pantheon.org). Want a more mechanical 
encyclopedia, detailing just how events 
from OLED monitors to meiosis work? 
Head to www.howstuffworks.com. 
Want to know useless trivia you can 


Encyclopedia Britannica 2005 


P Eritonnice Braiestonnes 


The new Britannica Brainstormer is a 
welcome addition to the bundle. It's tied 
in with Britannicas ‘The Brain’, a mind- 
web program that pulls together the 
disparate elements of yout life in one 
location to create a sort of mental 
personal organiser. In this instance, 
Brainstormer uses the technique to link 
together similar topics automatically by 
keywords in a word-web. For example, 
we entered ‘thylacine’, the Tasmanian 
wolf, and, following through the 
Brainstormer, we linked it with Marsupial, 
then the Taronga Zoological Park, then 
Agent Orange, then the Dow Chemical 
Company... It provides fascinating 
connections and facts for the casual or 
serious researcher. 

The redesigned interface Is 
certainly better than in previous 
editions. Rather than the lumpen burst 
of windows that, up to now, have 


access from your mobile in the pub 


quiz? You need www.brainstormer.com. 


Almost anything you can think of has its 
own site online. Also have a look at 
http://directory.google.com/Top/ 
Reference/Encyclopedias/ or www. 
encyberpedia.com/cyberlinks/links/ 
index.html for a more complete list. 
Trying to find information on the 
Internet might be slightly more difficult, 
but the range of articles and opinions 
can often be much better. E 


Wikipedia isn't the most reliable or 
comprehensive encyclopedia, but it’s 
accessible and always updated. 


SOFTWARE 








The Brainstormer, while useful, can sometimes be unnecessarily confusing. Perhaps it 
should be called something like The Brainmuddler. 


characterised EB, the windows are all 
inside the main program, making for 
easier desktop navigation. 


No multimedia 

Beyond these positive words, we have 
to admit that Britannica simply doesnt 
match up to Encarta. The Atlas is limited 
and difficult to navigate: it's simpler to 
search for the topic than to try and get 
through the maps. The Timeline tool is 
also clunky and doesn't feel like it's 
been improved since the last edition. 
The search engine is slower than 
Encartas and slows down as you open 
more windows. 

We cant in all honesty recommend 
this to anyone, unless you just want the 
encyclopedia without multimedia, or 
don't want the American-stylings 
Encarta has mostly disposed of. 

Dan Griliopoulos 








PRICE £48 (£41 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 
INFO hitp://store.britannica.com 


CPU 350MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


If you just want the 
Encyclopedia Britannica on your 
computer, this is perfect. It 
provides a British slant on most 
information, and offers opinions 
and extensive analysis. 
Multimedia content, though, 

is kept to a minimum. 


LecPlus ratings 
ENCYCLOPEDIA 
BRITANNICA ULTIMATE 
REFERENCE SUITE 2005 
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A4 FLATBED SCANNER 











he new Epson Perfection 4180 
Photo scanner picks up where 
the older 31/0 model left off, which is a 
good place for it to start The 31/0 won 
a Performance award in our recent 
flatbed scanner group test (PCP 221). As 
such, the 4180 boasts good build 
quality, good ergonomics and stunning 
image quality, even if it did turn out 
slightly slower than the 31/0 in our 
tests. But more on speed issues later. 
The 4180 features Epsons new 
34DMax imaging sensor, which enables 
the same incredibly high 4800x9600dp! 


A4 FLATBED SCANNER 
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The 4180 isn't the 
greatest looker, 
but picture quality 
is fabulous. 


optical resolution as 
the Microtek i700 
(reviewed below). In 
every other respect, 
the Epson out- 
performs its rival. 

The simple 
installation routine 
includes options for 
bundled software like 
Adobe Photoshop 
Elements 2, but its the main scanner 
driver that really impresses. There are 
three modes you can choose from 
once the driver opens: fully automatic, 
‘home’ mode or ‘professional’ mode. 
This tailors the high-end performance 
of the 4180 to anything from document 
scanning (theres an optional auto 
document feeder to speed things up) 
to getting the very best out of photo 
prints and film. 

In bog standard mode, without 
using any of the built-in frills, colour 
photo prints translate to digital with 


— 
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HARDWARE 


Epson Perfection 4180 Photo 


exemplary image quality. From subtle, 
natural hues to the most vibrant 
colours, the 4180 is accurate, while 
tonal separation and contrast follow 
suit. Further improvements include 
three different levels for both unsharp 
mask filtering and grain reduction, 
and ‘colour restoration’ goes to work 
on faded originals. 

Scanning speed isnt as quick as 
with the older 3170 but, scanning at 
300dpi, the 4180 still turns around 
4 5x6in prints in 10 seconds and full A4 
mono documents in 16. Switch to 
transparency scanning and, after 
waiting 46 seconds for lamp warm-up 
from cold, you get a full preview of 12 
35mm exposures or four mounted 
slides in less than a minute. It only 
takes 31 seconds to scan a 35mm slide, 
and theres also a medium format film 
holder for the bigger picture. More 
impressive still, the transparency 
scanning quality is almost as good as 
reflective scanning, and even better 
than the quality we've seen on 
expensive film scanners. It's a simply 
Stunning piece of kit for photographers 
who want to get great photo quality 
without paying over the odds. 
Matthew Richards 


Microtek ScanMaker 1700 





O s if its sheer size wasn't 
impressive enough, the 1/00 is 
also beautifully finished, with turned 
metal knobs, chromed allen screws 
and buttons, transparent covers and a 
multi-tone silver finish. However, looks 
can be deceiving. 

In spite of the dual USB 2.0 and 
FireWire interfaces, the i/00 isn't exactly 
fast. Preview time for a reflective scan 
from the generously proportioned 
216x356mm (8.5x]4in) platen is a 
reasonable eight seconds but, in our 


The i700’s lid is a real 
heavyweight and the 
slightest nudge can 
bring everything down. 


tests, scanning a 
6x4.5in photo took a 
massive 33 seconds. 
This is slow by 
modern standards 
and, while the time 
shrinks to a more 
respectable 16 
seconds in successive 
scans, if you leave 
the scanner for more 
than a few seconds, the lamp warm-up 
cycle begins again and youte back to 
the longer scanning time. 

The 1/00 is smart enough to detect 
the sort of document in the scanner 
and adjust itself accordingly. This 
doesnt seem to work when you switch 
from reflective to transparency 
scanning, as the software assumes 
you've put a grey-scale document on 
the platen. This means you have to run 
the preview twice and, once you get 
into 35mm mode, things go even 


Slower, with a preview time of at least 
38 seconds. It's upwards of /6 seconds 
for a single 35mm transparency, 

In its favour, the i700 has an 
excellent range of transparency holders 
for strips of 35mm film and up to eight 
mounted slides, as well as holders for 
medium and large format film. Couple 
this with the detachable transparency 
adaptor cover in the scanner lid, and 
the i700 is a joy to use from an 
ergonomic point of view. 

Crunch time comes in terms of 
image quality. Colour rendition is 
accurate and tonal range is good, with 
accuracy in highlight and lowlight areas 
alike. However, theres more than a hint 
of noise in dark areas, especially in blue 
skies. Switch the automatic image 
enhancement on and the picture 
becomes marginally sharper, but the 
noise level gets much worse. The i700 
might have the latest Digital ICE built-in, 
to fix scratches, wrinkles and creases in 
photos, as well as the likes of Adobe 
Photoshop Elements 2 and Silverfast Ai 
advanced scanning tools in the software 
bundle but, ultimately, the picture quality 
is a letdown considering the price. 
Matthew Richards 





PRICE £180 (£153 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Epson 0870 241 6900 
INFO www.epson.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


RESOLUTION 4,800x9600dpi 
SCANNING SIZE 216x297mm 
COLOUR DEPTH 48-bit 
INTERFACE USB 2.0 

LIGHT SOURCE Cold Cathode 
Fluorescent 

SIZE 276x458x117mm 
WEIGHT 3.9Kg 





EPSON PERFECTION 
4180 PHOTO 


VEILS 00900000000 
000000000 
0090000000 


Features 








Performance 





PRICE £349 (£297 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Microtek 0870 906 3308 
INFO www.microtek.com 
WARRANTY [wo years 


RESOLUTION 9600x4,800dpi 
SCANNING SIZE 216x356mm 
COLOUR DEPTH 48-bit 
INTERFACE USB 2.0 

LIGHT SOURCE Cold Cathode 
Fluorescent 

SIZE 297x545x92mm 
WEIGHT 5.4Kg 


Features 00900000 
Performance @©00000 
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INKJET ALL-IN-ONE 








heap all-in-one printers are 

becoming all but ubiquitous in 
high street retailers. However, theres 
often a sting in the tale when it comes 
to running costs, so how does Epsons 
new CX3600 measure up? Colour 
printing is actually very reasonable, 
working out at 7p per print (based on 
the usual five per cent ink coverage). 
You'll probably manage even better 
colour ink economy in real terms, as 
each of the three colour cartridges (as 


INKJET ALL-IN-ONE 








C) ompared with the similarly priced 
new Epson CX3600 all-in-one 


printer, also reviewed in this issue, the 
HP is smaller, neater and lighter in 
weight. It's also simpler to use in 
Standalone mode, although this is 
mainly due to a basic selection of top 
panel buttons. Rudimentary controls 
include ‘Start Copy’ buttons for mono 
and colour copying, a ‘Paper Type’ 
choice for switching between plain and 
photo paper, scaling options of 100 per 
cent or Tit to page’, and a quantity 
selection button for between one and 


Simple controls make 
the CX3600 ideal as 
a straightforward 
colour photocopier. 


well as the black one) 
are individually 
replaceable, so you 
dont need to throw 
magenta or yellow ink 
away, for example, just 
because the cyan 
tank has run out. 

While colour print 
price is frugal, the 
news isnt so good 
when it comes to 
mono output. The 
Standard Epson 10441 black cartridge 
costs the best part of £20 and is only 
good for around 400 pages (and works 
out to nearly 5p per A4 page). However, 
all the inks used are from Epson's 
Durabrite range, so prints have the 
advantage of being almost completely 
water-resistant, smudge-proof and very 
Slow to fade in sunlight. 

The (X3600 is easy to use both as a 
regular scanner or printer hooked up to 
the PC, as well as in standalone 


HP PSC 1315 


Neat and compact, the 
PSC 1315 makes 

standalone mono and 
colour copying simple. 


nine copies. 

In keeping with its 
history, HP has 

used a U-turn paper 
path, and the 
Straightforward open- 
topped paper tray at 
the bottom of the 
printer also serves as 
the output tray. 
Sheets coming out of the printer are 
simply laid over the feed pages, so you 
have to be careful not to grab a 
handful of unused sheets with your 
printouts if you're in a hurry. Standalone 
copy modes are bolstered by a 
PictBridge port for direct photo-printing, 
as well as the standard USB 2.0 
interface for computer connection. 

At the heart of the printer lie the 
HP's ‘No.2/’ black cartridge and the 
‘No.28' for colour. These are among the 
most expensive of HP's range in terms 
of running costs. At a standard five per 


HARDWARE 


Epson Stylus CX3600 


photocopy mode. A neat selection of 
buttons enables you to copy text 
documents or photos at either A4 or 
4x6in photo size, or even to make photo 
enlargements. Once you've selected 
your document type and page size, all 
you need to do is to hit the mono or 
colour copy button to print between one 
and nine copies of the original. It's 
almost too easy. 

As for speed, Epson claims mono 
and colour print performance of up to 
15 pages a minute, and photocopies at 
up to 12cpm. Single-page prints and 
copies are a different story, though, and 
in our tests, the CX3600 took two 
minutes and seven seconds to copy a 
4x6in photo, and 30 seconds to copy 
an A4 text document. 

When photocopying, the text quality 
is slightly on the grey side, although 
blacks are richer in normal quality print 
mode, driven from the PC. Colour 
rendition is also good, especially for a 
four-ink printer but, as with other 
Durabrite printers, photo output does 
lack a bit of gloss. All in all, the CX3600 is 
a handy piece of kit and good value for 
colour work, although expensive mono 
printing costs are a drawback. 
Matthew Richards 


cent coverage, mono printing works out 
to around 6.5p per A4 page, and colour 
costs just over 8.5p. Worse still, the 
colour cartridge contains all three cyan, 
magenta and yellow inks so, if you run 
out of one colour, you have to throw 
the rest away. For photo-printing, you 
can swap the black cartridge for an 
optional ‘No.58' photo cartridge. This 
enables full six-colour photo printing 
with better colour range, especially for 
blue skies and skin tones. 

In terms of speed, the PSC 1315 looks 
Slower than the Epson on the spec 
sheet but, in real terms, theres little to 
choose between the two. In our text for 
mono-text page copying, the HP returned 
a time of 33 seconds for a single A4 page. 
This stretched to just over a minute for a 
colour graphics page printed on plain 
paper, and nearly four minutes for a 
5x/in photo-on-photo paper. 

Quick and easy to use, the only 
real flaws in the PSC 1515 are its 
relatively expensive running costs and 
the fact that colour photocopies tend 
to be a little washed out, but photo- 
quality is excellent if you use the 
optional ‘No.58' cartridge. 

Matthew Richards 





PRICE £89 (£76 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Epson 08702 41 6900 
INFO www.epson.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 5,760dpi 
SCAN RESOLUTION 600x1,200dpi 
PRINT SPEED 15ppm 

COPY SPEED 12cpm 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 100 sheets 
INTERFACE USB 2.0 

DIMENSIONS 430x344x170mm 
WEIGHT 6.6K 


EPSON STYLUS CX3600 
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PRICE £95 (£81 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0845 270 4222 
INFO www.hp.com/uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 4, 800x1,200dpi 
SCAN RESOLUTION 600x2,400dpi 
PRINT SPEED 75ppm mono, 
3.5ppm colour 

COPY SPEED 75ppm mono, 

3.5ppm colour 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 100 sheets 
MEDIA SIZES 77x12/7mm to A4 
INTERFACE USB 2.0, PictBridge 
SIZE 456x259x170mm 

WEIGHT 4.2Kg 


CD 
HP PSC 1315 








Features KAA LASAT) 
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PRICE £2,231 (£1,899 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site, one 
year return to base 


CPU 2.4GHz AMD Athlon 64 4000+ 
RAM 1GB DDR400 

CORE LOGIC Nvidia nForce3 250 
HDD 300GB Maxtor S-ATA (7200rpm) 
DRIVES Sony 16x DVD+/-RW (DL), 
Sony 16x DVD-ROM 

GRAPHICS ATi Radeon X800 XT 
(256MB) 

SCREEN 20in Viewsonic VP201S LCD 
SOUND 71 Creative Audigy? ZS 
SPEAKERS 71 Creative Inspire T7700 
COMMS 56K Modem, Gigabit Ethernet 
PORTS 6x USB 2.0, 3x 6-pin FireWire, 
Serial, Parallel, PS/2 Keyboard/ 
Mouse, VGA-Out, S-Video, DVI-I, 2x 
S/PDIF-Out, 71 Audio-Out, 2x Mic, 2x 
Headphones 

OTHER HARDWARE 10-in-1 card 
reader 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
OTHER SOFTWARE None 


PCPlus 
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Sitting innocuously in the centre 
of the motherboard is the reason 
for that hefty price tag: the 
4000+ processor. 


Pecplus ratings 
EVESHAM 

AXIS XCELSIOR 
CHED 














HARDWARE 


ATHLON 64 4000+ DESKTOP PC 





MD released two additions to 
O its Athlon 64 range this month. 

The new high-end processor, 
the FX-55, is reviewed within our 
motherboard Lab Test and produces 
stunning results. However, this chip is 
beyond most peoples budget. Of more 
relevance to Joe Public is the new 
4000+, included in this Evesham 
system. This isn't to say the 4000+ is 
cheap. Indeed, with AMD's 64-bit CPUs 
already costing more than Pentium 4s, 
this piece of silicon was always going 
to set you back a pretty penny. 

In terms of technology, theres very 
little in the processor that’s new. It uses 
the increasingly common Socket 939 
interface, and all of the internal 
architecture is identical to that of the 
3900+. Even the 24GHz clock speed 
has been retained from the earlier 
model. For an Athlon processor to earn 
a higher rating, though, it has to exhibit 
improved performance over its 
predecessors. So where does this 
improved performance come from? 
Well, the 4000+ features double the L2 
cache of any previous AMD chip, taking 
it up to IMB. While this may seem like 
a small adjustment, it should have a 
notable effect on overall CPU efficiency. 
At the same time, it has very little 
impact on power utilisation, and 
therefore doesn't lead to any serious 
heat problems. 

IF youre going to pay over two 
grand for a PC, though, you want 
to see a seriously impressive 
performance. Evesham has 
given the 4000+ every 
chance to impress. Its choice 
of chipset, the nForce3 250, is 
as powerful a platform as 
you'll find for the Socket 939 
technology, at least until 
Nvidia releases the nForce4, 
which they will have done by 
the time you read this. 
Similarly, few of today’s 
applications can access a full 
1GB of RAM, so youre 
unlikely to need any more for some 
time to come. 

With all this in mind, our benchmark 
results are less than astounding. A 
score of 206 in the tried and tested 
SYSmark 2004, for example, doesn't 
quite set the heart racing. Admittedly, 
this figures one of the highest we've 
seen, but as this is up there with the 
most powerful processors we've ever 
reviewed, This is to be expected. On 
the basis of what we've seen here, the 
difference between the 4000+ and the 
3900+ Is minuscule. You should also 
consider the fact that, unless youre into 
video editing or something similarly 
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Evesham, like most system builders, keeps to a fairly standard appearance for its 
machines, so the look and feel of this one is nothing out of the ordinary. 


demanding, you're unlikely to notice 
any real difference in real-life 
applications between any processors 
rated above 3000+. Obviously, you want 
as powerful a chip as possible, but are 
you really willing to pay such a 
premium for the 4000+? 

Theres also a future-proof problem 
concerning this machine. Inside this 
months motherboard Lab Test, you'll 
find a preview of VIAs new K8T890 
chipset, which brings PCI Express to an 
AMD platform for the first time. Nvidia 
will certainly follow suit with nForce4. 
This means that system builders no 
longer have an excuse for producing 
Athlon-based machines that don't 
feature this new interface. PCI Express is 
ready to take over from PCI and AGP for 
many of your PCs components. You 
don't really want to pay out £2,000 for 
a machine only to find that you have 
to upgrade the motherboard within a 
couple of years. 

As it happens, most of the 
components stacked into the slightly 
old-fashioned slots are tremendously 
powerful. The Audigy2 ZS, for example, 
is a tremendous 71 soundcard, while 
the Radeon X800 XT marks the 
pinnacle of AGP-based graphics 
performance. If you don't yet own a PCI 
Express-equipped motherboard, and 
you want to play Doom 3 with all the 
3D features turned on, this is the card 
to buy. A result of 12,589 in the 3DMark 
2003 benchmark is simply outstanding. 
Incidentally, we also used this machine 
to give the brand new 3DMark 2005 a 
run-through. It notched up a score of 
4475, which is the highest we've seen 
in our limited experience of this test. 
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The nForce3 250 chipset provides plenty 
of expansion, so you're given USB 2.0 
and FireWire ports galore. 


Storage is another strong area for 
this PC. A 300GB hard drive will 
probably last you into the 22nd century, 
let alone through your PC upgrade 
cycle. As for optical provisions, a 16x 
Sony DVD+/-RW with dual-layer 
support is as good as it gets. This drive 
is ably supported by a 16x DVD-ROM. 
The gorgeous 20in Viewsonic monitor 
and the 71 Creative speakers are also 
worthy of high praise. The sad truth is, 
however, that theres nothing here that 
you couldn't find in a PC costing half as 
much, save for that 4000+ processor. If 
you feel that its worth paying £2,000 
for the very best in performance, go 
right ahead. In our view, though, most 
of you would be just as happy with a 
3500+ that costs just £999, 

Russell James 








PRICE £1,361 (£1,158 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Fujitsu Siemens 
0800 004 003 

INFO www.primergy.com 
WARRANTY Three years on-site 


MOTHERBOARD Fujitsu-Siemens 
D1751 

CHIPSET Intel E7210 

CPU 3.2GHz Intel Pentium 4 

RAM 1GB PC3200 ECC Registered 
HDD 3x 80GB Maxtor DiamondMax 
SATA /150 

HDD CONTROLLERS Promise FastTrak 
S150 TX4 embedded LSI Logic 1020 
Ultra320 SCSI Dual ATA/100 
NETWORK Embedded Intel 

Gigabit Ethernet 

OTHER RemoteView Server Board, 
embedded IPMI 1.5 baseboard 
controller, ServerView software suite 





Serial connected hard disks are, 
yet again, preferred over the 
SCSI interface. 


Cmon 
FUJITSU SIEMENS 


PRIMERGY TX150 S2 


Value 009000000 
Features 009000000 
Performance @©000000 











EXPERT REVIEWS 


ENTRY-LEVEL SERVER 


Fujitsu Siemens Primergy TX150 $2 


he line between entry-level 

server and desktop PC has 

always been a thin one, but 
even a quick glance at the Primergy 
TX150 S2 shows which side Fujitsu 
Siemens stands on. For a very 
reasonable price, youre getting a 
purpose-built server with a fine 
specification, good management tools, 
high expansion potential and, especially, 
an excellent build quality to match. 

The chassis is extremely well built 
and is capable of withstanding the 
rigours of today’s small office. The front 
panel is hidden behind the company's 
trademark silver mesh panels with the 
Upper panel protecting the floppy, and 
three 5.25in bays, which can also be 
locked shut. The lower panel keeps the 
hard disks out of harms way, and 
behind it you'll find four hot-swap drive 
bays. Value starts to look even better as 
the price includes a triplet of 80GB 
Serial ATA (SATA) hard disks, showing yet 
again that this disk interface technology 
is beating the pants off SCSI — at this 
level of the server market, SATA offers 
the best combination of capacity, 
performance and price. 


Breathing problems 
Internally, the TX150 is tidily designed 
with easy access to all components. 
The processor is fitted with a large 
active tower heatsink and is teamed 
with a generous 1GB of PC3200 memory. 
The four DIMM sockets are located 
alongside the processor, and the whole 
area is covered by a large 
plastic air duct. However, 
the duct stops any airflow 
through the chassis, and 
T we found the hard disks 
getting overly warm as 
the drive bay has no fans. 
The motherboard sports 
an embedded single 
channel Ultra320 SCSI 
controller, but this lies idle, 
as a four-port Fastlrak 
SATA RAID controller card 
handles disk storage. This is one of 
Promises more basic offerings, which 
supports disk striping and mirroring, a 
combination of both or single drives. 
RAID-5 is not an option, but the card 
comes with its own management utility. 
Server management and 
monitoring features are becoming 
increasingly desirable for smaller 
businesses and particularly for 
companies providing outsourced IT 
services. Now that your business relies 
on one system to provide core services, 
it would be nice to know how it's 
handling the load. Fujitsu Siemens 
doesn't disappoint, as it bundles its 
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For build-quality, the TX150 S2 is a sight to behold, and, despite the lack of adequate 
airflow, this server's generous complement of features makes it ideal as a first server. 


complete ServerView software suite. It 
goes a Step further as the price 
includes its RemoteView Service Board 
PCI card, which provides full remote 
server management. The card has its 
own processor and memory. The LAN 
and serial ports at the rear allow access 
to the server over the network, or via a 
dial-in modem connection. It also 
comes with the optional independent 
power supply, which means it can 
provide full control over the server 
regardless of its condition. 


Remote control 

Once the RemoteView card has been 
assigned an IP address, you can access 
its browser interface (this also supports 
encrypted SSL connections). The 
interface shows how serious Fujitsu 
Siemens is about remote management, 
as it provides a wealth of operational 
information about the motherboard, 
power supply and environment. You 
can select from over fifty different 
sensors and view values, such as fan 
speeds, temperatures and voltages. 
The latter two can be used to 
shutdown the server if they go critical. 
Full server remote control is provided 
and you can initiate a remote re-boot, 
hard reset or graceful shutdown. 
RemoteView sends detailed alert logs 
and can send emails to alert you. 


The bundled ServerStart utility 
handles the installation nicely, as the 
bootable CD-ROM provides tools to 
configure the server and RAID 
controllers and build driver disks. It can 
also lead you through installing your 
chosen operating system, with easy 
steps for loading drivers and configuring 
disk partitions. Although not as good as 
HP's Insight Manager, the ServerView 
suite does provide plenty of tools for 
managing and monitoring the server 
during normal operation. You can view 
system attributes, such as memory 
usage and storage, and it provides a 
range of recovery tools enabling you to 
decide how a server should react in the 
event of an error or failure. You can 
apply sets of custom thresholds to 
individual servers to monitor different 
areas of interest, such as operating 
temperatures or memory and processor 
utilisation, which can be linked to 
ServerViews web-based alarm service. 

Companies looking for their first 
server should consider the Primergy 
TX150 $2. Build quality, expansion, 
management and value are particularly 
good and weve also had some very 
positive feedback from companies that 
already deal with Fujitsu Siemens 
about how efficient its small business 
Support structure Is. 

Dave Mitchell 





PRICE £1,565 (£1,332 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £6 (£5 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 

INFO www.vc.co.uk 

WARRANTY One year, return to base 


CPU 1GHZz Intel Pentium M 

RAM 256MB PC2700 

HDD Hitachi TravelStar 40GB 4,200rpm 
DRIVES DVD-RW 8x/24x/16x 
GRAPHICS Intel 855GME 64MB 
shared memory 

SCREEN 8 9in, 1,024x600 

SOUND SoundMAX Digital Audio 
SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 802.11b/g wireless, 56K 
modem, 100BASE-TX Ethernet, 
PORTS 2x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
SD card, Type Il PCMCIA, VGA-Out, 
microphone, headphone 

OTHER HARDWARE Port replicator 
OS Windows XP Professional 
OTHER SOFTWARE B's Recorder 
Gold, WinDVD 5 for JVC, Norton 
AntiVirus 2004, Pinnacle Studio 9 SE, 
Bootable CD Creator, Easy Network 
Changer 

SIZE 235x43.2x214mm 

WEIGHT 1.5Kg 
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Small and sleek, the JVC 
MiniNote has a long battery 
life but a fiddly keyboard. 
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JVC MININOTE 
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HARDWARE 


1GHz PENTIUM M NOTEBOOK PC 


IVC MiniNote MP-XV841 


he practice of rendering PCs 
ever tinier is not a new one: 
weve seen plenty of pint- 


sized ultra-portables pass across the PC 
Plus desk. However, so far, the tradition 
has been for the non-essential features 
to be trimmed in the name of space. 
|VCs latest has opted to embrace them, 
but that hasn't compromised its 
functionality. The 1GHz Pentium M isn't 
rapid, but it does push applications 
along smoothly and, while the rather 
paltry 256MB of RAM causes a few 
stammers, performance is reasonably 
good. We couldn't entice the 
MobileMark 2002 benchmark to give an 
objective score, but in real-world 
testing, the |VC was certainly gutsy 
enough to hold its own against beefier 
portables. Unfortunately, graphics piped 
from a 64MB Intel 855 mean that 3D 
performance is a non-starter. A 3DMark 
2001SE score of 3,012 confirms firm 
foundations for desktop display and 
not a lot for anything more advanced. 

A 40GB hard drive rounds out a 
respectable specification, which has 
then been crammed into one of the 
tiniest chassis around. At only 
235x43x214mm, its not much bigger 
than a hardback book, and tips the 
scales at a touch below the 1.5Kg mark. 
This in itself is no mean feat, but it's 
one that's already been performed by 
previous MiniNotes. What really marks 
the MP-XV841 out is the DVD drive. In 
most ultra-portables, its one of the first 
features to be trimmed. Here, a DVD/ 
CD-RW unit has been 
squashed into a 
chassis so tiny, the 
battery has had to be 
displaced to fit it, 
leaving it hanging 
bulbously from the rear. 
This spoils the VCs 
Sleek looks, but brings 
a big multimedia 
advantage: it's a 
fantastic portable DVD 
player. The diminutive 8.9in widescreen 
display gives an excellent viewing 
platform, with the 1,024x600 resolution 
topped off with a glossy finish, and the 
sound is excellent. The tiny stereo 
speakers muster an impressive level of 
volume and clarity, and theres even a 
button on the keyboard for surround 
sound. Viewing pleasure is sealed by 
the manual playback controls along the 
front edge, teamed with a volume 
jogwheel on the left-hand side, and 
brightness controls and keyboard lock 
under the screen. 

In operation, its excellent. The drive 
is one of the quietest we've heard in a 
laptop, with a very low hum that you've 
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BATTERY LIFE 








If your definition of productivity involves watching the full version of Lord of the Rings, 
the MiniNote is ideal, though it’s not necessarily as good for office productivity. 


got to mute the 
playback to hear, and 
battery life carries you 
through the Lord of 
The Rings and 
beyond (we got four 
hours and 25 minutes 
of continuous 
playback). It looks the 
part, too, with an 
aluminium-effect 
shell and sleek black 
interior that doesn't 
look out of place next 
to a dedicated portable DVD player, and 
it gets further multimedia marks for 
having an SD card slot. 


Office productivity 

From a productivity point of view, 
things are less convincing. For starters, 
the tacked-on look of the battery 
serves only to emphasise how much 
more slender and portable the JVC 
would be if the drive was removed, 
and things dont improve when you 
abandon entertainment and try to 
work. The keyboard, although 
commendably well-equipped with all 
the keys in the right places, is just a 
fraction too small for easy typing, and 
long work is broken with regular trips to 
the Delete key. It's a solitary but 
extremely significant problem, and 
knocks a huge amount of shine off the 
JVC's appeal. You'll have to practice long 
and hard to get a decent number of 
words per minute. Theres only space 
for a slightly undersized pointing nipple 
rather than a proper trackpad, too, 
though at least it's tolerably responsive. 
The rest of the specification ticks all the 





Great expansion and comms options on 
the MiniNote mark this out as a laptop for 
the person who wants everything. 


right boxes for the office worker on the 
move: 802.11b/g wireless complete with 
battery-saving on-off switch; Ethernet 
and modem connections; a Type II PC 
Card slot for further expansion, and two 
USB 2.0 ports and one mini FireWire. 
The only thing missing from the array 
of slots down the left-hand side is VGA 
output, and that’s provided along with 
a handful of other connections by the 
supplied port replicator. Battery life is 
impressive, too, just making it past the 
four-hour mark even under heavy use. 
If youre looking to take your office with 
you In a carry-on bag, then this comes 
tantalisingly close to offering the 
perfect solution. 

The typing experience really is too 
weak and, for all its strengths, the 
MiniNote ultimately comes across as a 
laptop compromised in the name of 
entertainment. As such, you'll need to 
be a particular fan of film viewing to 
make that hefty price tag worthwhile. 
Jon Hicks 





PRICE £119 (£101 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO wwwige.com 
WARRANTY One year 


FORMATS CD, DVD, DVD+/-R, 
DVD+/-RW, DVD+R DL, DVD-RAM 
WRITE SPEEDS 40x (CD-R), 8x (DVD- 
R), 12x (DVD+R), 2.4x (DVD+R DL), 24x 
(CD-RW), 4x (DVD-RW), 4x (DVD+RW), 
5x (DVD-RAM) 

CONNECTION External USB 2.0, 
FireWire 





LG GSA-5120D 


VELTS 00900000 
Features 009000000 
Performance @000000000 





PRICE £89 (£74 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sony 020 7365 2947 
INFO www.sonystyle.com 
WARRANTY One year 


FORMATS CD-R/RW, DVD+/- R/RW, 
DVD+R DL 

WRITE SPEEDS 48x (CD-R), 8x (DVD- 
R), 16x (DVD+R), 2.4x (DVD+R DL), 24x 
CD-RW), 8x (DVD-RW), 4x (DVD+RW) 
CONNECTION Internal (IDE/ATAP!) 


ai, 


SONY DRU-710A 
Features 009000 
Performance @000000 





REWRITABLE DVD DRIVE 








he full-size external DVD drive is 

the mule of the computing world: 
a curious hybrid of two species — 
internal and portable drives. It's a sterile 
mutant with no obvious place in the 
world, and yet continues to survive with 
each new iteration of optical storage 
technology. Can it really be that so many 
people are scared enough to never fit a 
new internal drive (or tight enough to 
never part with an older one)? 

At least LGs latest external offering, 

totally unsuited to portability as it may 
be, doesnt look totally out of place on 


REWRITABLE DVD DRIVE 


LG GSA-5120D 


© ONTE HARDWARE 





There's only one thing 
white plastic reminds 

us of these days, and 

that’s a Mac. 


top of your desk. An 
iMac-complementing 
white and silver gives 
it a distinctive, if not 
quite minimalist, 
appearance. But 
whats really 
important is that this 
is the USB 2.0/ 
FireWire variation of 
LGs GSA-4120B dual 
layer internal drive (PC Plus 221). That 
was, arguably, the closest theres ever 
been to an essential DVD writer, 
featuring ‘+’ and ‘-’ support, 12x DVD+R 
burn speeds, and both dual layer and 
DVD-RAM support. Say what you like 
about the respective merits of each 
format, but having the whole caboodle 
in one box is certainly a blessing. 

Our praise for the 4120B stands: it's 
fast, versatile and great value. It may 
not be quite the top-notch choice for 
audiophiles, but shifting huge amounts 
of data around quickly is what were 


Sony DRU-710A 





O ony’s latest DVD writer has the 
questionable benefit of 16-speed 
DVD+R single-layer burning, even 
though a week of fruitless hunting on 
our part failed to reveal a single piece 
of 16x media. Perhaps 16x DVD+R 
burners will be available by the time 
you read this review, or maybe they 
never will. Perhaps the drive will burn a 
complete 16-speed disc at a logically 
guessed speed of about four to five 
minutes, or maybe it will just eat the 
DVD and pretend nothing ever 
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There’s no sign 

of Sony's usual 
overpricing, but this 
drive is simply average. 


happened. Theres 
just no way of 
knowing. Sony 
doesn't provide any 
blank media 
whatsoever in the 
box, and couldnt find 
us any 16x discs for 
its own drive. 

What we can tell 
you Is that the DRU- 
710A is blessed with typically luxurious 
Sony looks — the changeable face 
plates we raved about with its last DVD 
burner are particularly snazzy, but other 
than that, and the cloudy 16x support, 
its generally business as usual. 

It's certainly on the quicker side of 
‘uSual, however, outside of its 
unnecessarily slow 19mins 23secs read- 
time for an 8.5GB disc. A 43min llsec 
burn time for a dual-layer disc is about 
on par with the LG GSA-4120B that we 
got all hot and bothered about in PC 
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after. Incredibly, this drive managed a 
full 8.5GB dual layer burn time quicker 
than its internal precursors: 43mins 
A8secs against 44mins 9secs, but were 
happy to chalk that one down to 
margin of error. 

Unfortunately, the major criticism of 
the 4120B — a tardy read speed — also 
stands for the 5120D, although the 
external option is again slightly faster, 
copying an 8.5GB disc to the hard drive 
of the same system we tested the 
internal version on: 1/mins 30secs 
rather than 19mins. Neither is 
catastrophically slower than the 
competition, but this minor flaw is a 
shame in view of the LGs otherwise 
Sterling write performance. 

As we've already whined, the 
concept of a full-size, heavy external 
drive baffles us a little, but the choice 
of USB 2.0 and FireWire inputs, a 
hardwired power switch and flip-door 
fascia make the 5120D an impressive 
take on this mongrel concept. Pick the 
internal version if youre handy with a 
screwdriver and stingy with your cash. 
Otherwise, this is another fine 
stopping-point before 4x and faster 
dual layer drives arrive. 

Alec Meer 


Plus 221, and therefore top-notch until 
Ax DL drives pop up. Even more 
impressive is an 8x DVD+R single layer 
burn of just under seven minutes — 
thats not far behind the LG and the 
similar 12x Plextor PX-712A that we 
recently reviewed (PC Plus 220). It 
bodes well for the 16x burn speed, 
though the DRU loses out to the LGs 
DVD-RAM support and the Plextor's 
optional SATA interface. It also hung 
and toasted the first DVD+R we tried 
(the first time that’s happened in our 
labs for a while), but it could just as 
easily be the medium that was at fault 
as the drive itself. 

Its hard to know whether to 
recommend this highly or not. With 
dual-layer prevalence and speeds 
slowly on the rise, and 16x single-layer 
speeds still an unknown quantity, it 
doesn't make perfect sense to buy 
this now. But then again, its also very 
near the front of the current pack, so if 
youre desperate for a DVD burner right 
here, right now, and given that the 
infamous Sony high pricing hasn't 
Struck this time around, this is a 
decent purchase. 

Alec Meer 





PRICE £1,056 (£899 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Jigsaw 

0870 730 6969 

INFO www.newtek-europe.com 


CPU 450MHz or faster 
RAM 512MB (1GB recommended) 
OS Windows XP SP1 


Animation tools and options 
galore. This is a professional 
product at a professional price 
and it can produce everything 
from Hollywood-quality sci-fi 
animations, to cutesy cartoons, 
to advanced digital art. It's not 
cheap, but it’s one hell of an 
entertaining toy if you enjoy 
playing God and creating rich 
and detailed virtual worlds, 
and the deeper options make 
building complex animations 
tremendously simple. 





The modeller can handle shapes 
with thousands of points and 
polygons for incredible detail. 


LIGHTWAVE 3D 8 


Features 00900000000 


Performance @00000000 


OVERALL 








SOFTWARE 


3D MODELLING 






ightwave has been around for 
more than a decade and, in 
that time, its been used for 


various TV shows and movies. You'll no 
doubt have seen what its capable of 
already, even if you didn't realise it at the 
time. Now its been updated with new 
features, new bundles and a free T-shirt 
offer. The question is, are these enough 
to justify an outlay of over £1,000? 

Its easier to understand the appeal 
if you have some 3D modeling 
experience already. If you've played 
with freeware tools like POVRay, for 
example, you'll understand the 
modeling and animation process. You 
start by building shapes from simple 
primitives, such as spheres and boxes, 
then move on to more complex 
polygon surfaces, and even 
sophisticated macros. You can then 
pinch, poke, squeeze, stretch and 
otherwise use and abuse the resulting 
objects as if they were digital clay. 

Unlike budget modellers, Lightwave 
provides a highly sophisticated range 
of tools. You can build objects out of 
hard bones surrounded by softer 
digital flesh, and make later animation 
easier by setting up movement 
options for them. You can then add 
textures and colours, from simple 
photo-mapping to sophisticated 
procedural finishes, such as modelling 
refraction through glass, by directly 
specifying the refractive index. 

The animation editor enables you 
to park your creations inside virtual 
worlds, and animate 
how they move and 
change using keyframes 
to define every 
parameter at each point 
in time. As with the 
modeller, there are some 
jaw-dropping possibilities 
here, with sophisticated 
physical modelling of 
gravity, collisions, cloth 
and particle effects built 
right into the software. 
Objects can be merged, morphed, 
blown apart, bounced, ripped and 
dropped with almost terrifying ease. At 
this level, theres very little you can't do, 
and although it will take most 
beginners months to become familiar 
with all the possibilities, once you grasp 
the basics, it's incredibly easy to create 
some clever and complex effects. 

Animation playback is simple, with 
informative preview modes that enable 
you to scoot around a virtual set. While 
full renders can take a while, the 
preview modes are surprisingly fast, so 
theres no excuse for setting up scenes 
inaccurately. You should be able to 


Eg PCPlus 223 | December 2004 


Lightwave 3D 8 





3D models can be as realistic or as ridiculous as you desire. The only limiting factors 
are your imagination and your general artistic skills. 


achieve exactly what you want to. 

The finishing touch is a built-in C- 
like development language, which 
equips you to automate modelling and 
scene creation using whatever 
algorithms you can concoct. Anyone 
with programming experience will feel 
right at home here, and its both easy 
and fascinating to spray out shapes 
and textures using customised 
mathematical procedures. 

Still, there are imperfections. Paper 
documentation — more convenient 
than the supplied PDFs, especially 
when yourfe starting out — costs a 
painful £68. Added to this, the help is 
none too comprehensive, so its no 
Surprise there are plenty of suppliers 
offering commercial hands-on training 
and tutorials as extra cost. 

Functionally, the undo system is 
just plain eccentric. Some of the 
geometry-changing macros don't have 
proper undos, so if you were to use 
the Helix tool to spin a spiral tower of 
cubes, each cube would grab a single 
undo level, and you may well run out 
of undo buffer before you can 
backtrack through all of them. Worse 
still, other tools don't seem to have 
any undo ability at all. To be blunt, this 
is just plain nuts in a package that 
costs this much. But Newtek seems 
more interested in adding glitzy new 
features than fixing unexciting but 
user-friendly undo basics. 

Theres also an issue with output 
quality, Base textures look rather 
cartoon-like and simple, and while 
Lightwave can approach astonishing 
photorealistic results, modelling and 
rendering time goes up rapidly the 





This simple demonstration shows the 
ability of Lightwave to handle complex 
calculations such as the splitting of rock. 


closer you get to them. This is one area 
where the software is ahead of current 
hardware. Pushed to its limits, 
Lightwave will smoke even the fastest 
of today’s machines. If you don't 
happen to have a render farm set up in 
the spare bedroom, some of the most 
appealing effects and finishes will be 
out of your processing budget. 

So what does it add up to? 
Lightwave is like a talented artist: 
gifted, capable, even brilliant, but 
temperamental and occasionally 
downright demanding and difficult. This 
is not a package for the faint-hearted. 
But given its fantastic depth and its 
ability to create superb results, it's hard 
not to forgive the quirks. Whether you're 
a digital artist, an animation 
professional, or just a dabbler looking 
for some unusually slick graphics for 
your website, or perhaps for an 
interesting and challenging hobby, 
this is a great environment in which 
to let rip with the full force of your 
creativity and imagination. 
Richard Wentk 








PRICE £50 (£43 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER McAfee 01753 217 500 
INFO www.mcafee.co.uk 


CPU 100Mtz or faster 
RAM 32MB RAM 
OS Windows 98 or later 


A powerhouse package 
containing all you need to get 
your computer secure and to 
keep it that way. That said, 
expect the usual dosage of red 
colouring and shield icons that 
lay the protection aspect on 
thickly. Antivirus continues to 
be the keystone to the suite. 


Mcoafee.com Personal Firewall Plus 


The program Microsoft Office Outlook 
is requesting access to the Internet. Do 
you want to allow it? 


Path: C:\Program Files\Microsoft Office 


\ORFICE 11\OUTLOOK.EXE 


Click here to learn more, 


© I want to... 


È Grant Access 
a Block All Access 





When applications need access 
to the Internet, this dialog box 
pops up and steadfastly refuses 
to offer a timed allowance. 


PPcPlus ratings 
McAFEE INTERNET 
SECURITY SUITE 2005 
CD 











Application Wants to 
Access the Internet 


SOFTWARE 


INTERNET SECURITY 


McAfee Security Suite 2005 


o you remember the time 
when a virus scanner alone 
could protect your computer? 


Well, those days have long gone and, 
to make it even more apparent, 
McAfee has grouped all of its home 
security products into just one bundle. 
That’s not to say virus scans aren't 
important any more: the antivirus 
package still forms the core of this 
Suite, but now it's backed up by anti- 
hacker tools (Personal Firewall Plus), 
anti-abuse tools (Privacy Service), and 
anti-spam tools (SpamKiller). Behind 
the brand names, Internet Security 
Suite also blocks spyware and 
adware, strips out pop-up adverts, 
filters unsavoury content and even 
auto-cleans any document trails 

left behind. 

With the recent release of 
Microsoft Windows XP SP2, you'd be 
forgiven for wanting to re-evaluate 
how useful these features are: 
Microsoft went to great lengths to 
secure Windows XP by adding the 
improved firewall and the Windows 
Security Center. You 
may think that McAfee 
would have taken the 
hint and gone along 
with Redmond’ multi- 
billion dollar security 
initiative. However, the 
first thing that pops 
up after installing 
this product is a 
recommendation 
that you disable the 
Windows Security 
Center and use 
McAfee'’s Security 
Center instead. This 
could either be a very 
smart or a very dumb 
move — we think it 
falls into the latter 
category. We've gone to a lot of effort 
here at PC Plus (and also in our sister 
titles, PC Answers, PC Format, and 
Windows XP: The Official Magazine) 
towards educating users about how to 
use the new Windows Security Center 
and the Windows Firewall, and having 
McAfee replace all that with its own 
version just doesn't make sense. At the 
risk of receiving some warnings twice, 
we opted to keep both the Windows 
Security Center and the McAfee Security 
Center running, and it seemed to work 
without a hitch. 

We'll break it to you up front: virus 
scanning with Internet Security Suite 
2005 is as slow as it ever was, which 
means scanning your whole computer 
is still worthy of a long coffee break. 
Fortunately, it picks up a wider range of 
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McAfee" 


securitycenter™ 


my security index 





These indices measure how secure your computer is. An index value 
of 10 is best, while 1 indicates a potential security risk. 


My AntiVirus Index 


My AntiHacker Index 
virusscan My AntiAbuse Index 


My AntiSpam Index 


A windows updates 





@ pastes Ẹ, support ©) help 


about securitycenter © 


SecurityCenter provides simplified 
access to your installed McAfee 
products. SecurityCenter also 
provides a real-time external 
security alert system, which 
assesses, informs, and warns you 
about current security threats. 


© Configure SecurityCenter 
© Check for McAfee updates 
© About "My Security Index" 





personal 
firewall+ 


@ Windows Updates Enabled 


my service status 


Specifies which McAfee services are protecting your computer. 


privacy 


service @ VirusScan Protecting 


@ Personal Firewall Plus Protecting 
6 e @ Privacy Service 
@ Spamkiller Protecting 


spamkiller 





Not Installed 


McAfee’s Security Center is designed to replace the Microsoft Windows XP SP2 
equivalent, but it’s a great deal more confusing for home users. 


targets than it has 
ever done before, 
including most 
spyware, which 
means that, as 

long as you can live 
with the constant 
threat-mongering 
inherent in antivirus 
applications, it will 
actually serve you 
well. The McAfee 
Security Center 
proves its usefulness 
by automatically 
downloading and installing virus scan 
updates, which is one less thing to you 
have to worry about. 

Personal Firewall is largely invisible, 
as you might hope. When an 
application needs to connect to the 
Internet, a small warning box flies out 
from the right-hand side of the screen, 
giving you the choice of either allowing 
or denying its access. The box is quite 
intrusive, but the advice given is 
Straightforward and to the point. We 
particularly like the advice given for 
Microsoft Outlook: “Outlook has a long 
history of significant security lapses.” 
Still, its good to see ISS integrated into 
the program, so it was at least as 
protected as it could be. 


Toys and tricks 

20 minutes later, our virus scan has 
shuffled forward to the start of our 
Program Files directory. Were already 
wondering whether this Athlon 64- 
based system will have enough power 
to run ISS 2006! In the meantime, we 
can look at what many consider to be 
the future of security products: eye 
candy. In the same way that medical 





Our hacker could be anywhere between 
West Wiltshire, New York, Los Angeles, 
Cairo, Delhi and Shanghai. 


hypochondriacs like to page through 
medical dictionaries looking for the latest 
illness they might have, technology 
hypochondriacs have the furnace of 
their fears amply fuelled in ISS 2005 
through a number of extra features. 

On the firewall front, you get a ‘Test 
my Firewall’ scanner and a fancy ‘Track 
an Attack’ tool that graphically traces 
the route between your computer and 
any other IP address in the world. 
They're all neat little toys, but they offer 
very little value. 

Of course, what these features 
do is make the user feel like they're 
totally in control, and to that extent, 
they work well. McAfee’s mature and 
expansive virus scan and firewall 
products confirm a feeling of security. 
By default, the entire system runs 
by the ‘install updates first, tell me 
later’ rule, which makes it a system 
equally as useful for power users as 
it is for home bods. 

Paul Hudson 





ROUTE PLANNING 


SOFTWARE 


Microsoft AutoRoute 2005 
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ts hard not to feel sorry for 
AutoRoute and it's kind. In their 
day, they were useful utilities, but now 
their thunder has been stolen by free 
online services from the likes of the AA 
and MapBlast, which offer comparable 
functionality for nothing. 

In fact, in the circumstances, it'S 
easier to list the features that aren't in 
this new release from Microsoft's 
venerable franchise. It doesn't have up 
to date road information (even the M6 
toll is absent), it doesn't feature 
landmarks to aid your directions, and it 


PERSONAL FINANCE 


Microsoft Money 2005 
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Microsoft AutoRoute 
2005 is good, but it 
can't beat a free 
online alternative. 


still cheerfully 
disregards the 
existence of traffic. 
One route is offered 
regardless of whether 
its rush hour or the 
small hours. 

On top of all this, 
there are more 
baffling omissions. 
For example, Ireland 
is mapped but can't be searched, so 
you've got to find streets manually and 
then construct a route from there. Also, 
while it lists plenty of train stations, 
hotels and restaurants, its extremely 
light on more useful locations, like 
garages or petrol stations. We expect a 
better level of information. 

That's not to say that AutoRoute 
2005 doesn't have some excellent 
features. The interface is clean and 
easy to navigate, the search function is 
informative, and the ‘pushpin’ function 
is still a helpful way to flag locations 


In this case, | think 
Microsoft Money's 
hinting that we're 
clearly not paid enough! 


Money is 
available in two 
versions: standard 
(reviewed here) and 


Financial Suite, which 
comes with TaxSaver 
2004. If you've used 
Money before, you 





D ith the entire British population 


currently hurtling towards a trillion 
pounds of debt, having a good finance 
program on your side can only be a 
good thing. Microsoft Money is the 
companys long-standing finance 
package, all updated and dusted off for 
2005. In true Microsoft style, it came late 
to the market and still managed to brush 
aside established products with a highly 
accomplished personal finance package, 
though it hasnt changed much since 
the 2002 version. 








should have spotted 
the newly designed 
interface. It works in the same fashion 
as before, with the main opening page 
offering quick links to helpful reports 
and tasks, though Microsoft has 
tweaked things to make access to 
different areas easier.. 

The key change to the package is 
that online integration has been beefed 
up. It provides auto-synchronisation 
with MSN Money online services. This 
provides the ability to keep track of 
your finances no matter where you are, 
including stock portfolios and your 


and make notes. The fact that listed 
locations include telephone numbers is 
useful, as is the ability to seek them 
out from any point on your journey. 

As you might expect, AutoRoute 
does a marvellous job of tying in with 
other Microsoft creations. You can 
import locations from Outlook and 
output maps to Pocket PC, although the 
fact that the ‘Web Search’ function is 
handled by MSN Search is less 
pleasing. More helpfully, theres 
extensive GPS support if you've got a 
Suitably equipped device. 

Line this up against online offerings, 
however, and the advantages shrivel. 
From the point of view of plotting a 
simple route, you can get more helpful 
advice in much the same time period 
with a few clicks on a free site, and it 
doesn't take much work with Google to 
top the local information it offers. 

It's even rivalled by previous 
versions of the same software. The 
only real trump card Microsoft 
AutoRoute 2005 offers is a tidier 
interface and GPS functionality, and if 
you can afford the latter, then you're 
better off going for a proper service 
with up to date information. 

Jon Hicks 


+ 
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accounts. Handily, two years’ worth of 
free subscriptions is thrown in, 
although theres a cut-off date of 

1 September 2007 How useful this 
subscription is depends entirely on 
your personal situation, and whether 
you like the idea of mirroring all your 
financial details online. 

For first-time users, the initial 
installation has been streamlined to 
make it less frustrating to run through, 
and its also accompanied by some of 
the most soothing music we've heard 
in a long time. 

Without a doubt, Money is a highly 
accomplished personal finance 
package. It's easy to use, offers a full 
complement of online features to help 
you easily update your account 
information, and provides excellent 
reporting tools, so you can find out 
where your hard earned cash is going. 
Whether theres anything here that 
would warrant current users upgrading 
is highly questionable. Current Quicken 
users can also stay where they are, but 
any newcomers looking to tackle their 
finances should have no concerns 
choosing Money 2005. 

Neil Mohr 








PRICE £38 (£32 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 
INFO www.microsoft.com 


CPU 233Mtz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


Search through all the roads 
and towns in Europe, and plot 
a route through them. You can 
then tweak it to your liking; 
seek out local landmarks and 
services, and output it all to a 
Microsoft-powered PDA or 
Smartphone. 





MICROSOFT 
AUTOROUTE 2005 


Value 00900 
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PRICE £27 (£23 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 
INFO www.microsoft.com 


CPU 266MHZz or faster 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98SE or later 


Keep track of your personal 
finances, get detailed reports 
on investments, your accounts 
and credit cards, and link 
directly to online banks and 
other Internet services. 


MICROSOFT MONEY 2005 


Value 0090000000 
Features 009000000 
Performance @©00000000 


OVERALL 


| 
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ptoma Is probably best known 

for its excellent business 
projectors but, for many years, it has 
also maintained a modest but solid 
line of thin client products. The 
ST1/720 represents the top of this 
range and delivers a tasty 17in LCD 
screen along with a useful hardware 
specification centered around a 
600MHz VIA embedded processor. 
Enough ports are provided to satisfy 
most users and a PC Card slot is 
located in the side of the display 
panel for adding wireless connectivity, 


GIGABIT ETHERNET SWITCH 


SuperStack 3 Switch 3870 





O s the drive to push Gigabit Ethernet 
out to the desktop heats up, wefe 
now seeing a wide range of switching 
choices on the market. A common 
feature among the majority is value, with 
SMCs 8524T (PC Plus 216) delivering a 
budget-level price of only £20 a Gigabit 
port, though to achieve this, the switch 
does away with all management, traffic 
control and security facilities. 3Coms 
Switch 38/0 takes a completely different 
tack, as it targets enterprises looking for 
top performance, expansion as well as 


Optoma ST1720 


An expensive 

thin client, made 
worthwhile via 
management software. 


if required. In fact, 
the ST1/720 bears 
more than a passing 
resemblance to 
NeoWare's Eon E300 
(PC Plus 218). The 
price for the ST1/20 
is considerably 
higher, but the larger 
screen is always 
worth having, and it 
does deliver particularly good image 
quality with support for resolutions up 
to 1280x1024 at a 32-bit colour depth. 
The mark of a good thin client is 
not just its features and price, but 
also the network management tools 
its manufacturer offers. NeoWare 
declined to provide its optional 
exRemote Manager for the E300 
review, but Optoma scores higher, as 
its NetView utility is free to download. 
This requires IIS and an SQL database, 
or MSDE, and we successfully 
installed it on a Windows Server 2005 


A limited set of 
features, but the 3Com 
SuperStack 3 Switch 
3870 packs power. 


_ full management 
” Capabilities. 

The backplane 
Capacity is one of the 
highest weve seen for 
a desktop-sized 
Switch, revealing that 
the 38/0 is clearly 
capable of handling 
heavy traffic loads. 
Build-quality is also 
good and 3Com has now replaced 
its tacky plastic chassis with a sturdy 
steel shell. The 24 copper Gigabit ports 
are laid out in two groups, while 
alongside them is a quartet of SFP (small 
form-factor pluggable) ports that accept 
optional 1000BaseSX, LX and long-haul 
LH fibre modules. These are dual 
personality ports, so using them will 
lose you the corresponding copper port 
in the main group. 

By employing the uplink slots at the 
rear, the switch can be stacked up to 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


system. Theres nothing to do on the 
client systems as the software comes 
pre-installed as standard. The 
NetView server can be remotely 
accessed via a web browser and the 
simple interface provides search 
facilities and options to place your 
thin clients into manageable groups. 
Each thin entry has an icon to show 
power status, along with details of 
the client name, model, IP address 
and installed operating system. The 
client can be remotely closed down 
and wakened via WoL (wake on LAN), 
and the mirror option provides direct 
remote control tools. CE .NET clients 
can benefit from tools for restoring 
default settings on start-up and 
creating and applying scripts, while 
XPe systems can use the advanced 
management utility (AMU) for 
downloading new OS images at boot- 
up over the PXE protocol. 

The ST1720 is a well-built thin 
client with plenty of features, and 
though the price is on the high side, 
its worth bearing in mind that the all- 
important management software is 
included, making this look a lot better 
value than some other solutions. 
Dave Mitchell 





eight units high, or you can configure 
them for redundancy. A single 
expansion slot alongside will accept a 
10-Gigabit module when it becomes 
available. 3Com also quotes the switch 
as ‘Layer 3 capable’, but we wouldn't 
recommend purchasing this based on 
theoretical potential, as it will require a 
firmware upgrade that isn't currently 
available, and the level of routing 
features are, as yet, unpublicised. 
Installation starts at the basic browser 
interface, which provides easy access 
to all the switch, security and traffic 
management settings. A graphic offers 
hotspots for quick access to port 
settings and statistics, although, for the 
latter, the level of information is limited 
to simple tabular readouts. 

In the move to Gigabit speeds, 
smaller businesses wont need this 
high backplane capacity and would be 
better off looking at lower-cost 
solutions. With this amount of power 
under the bonnet, the Switch 38/0 is a 
better choice for enterprises, but bear 
in mind that, at the time of writing, a 
number of features had yet to be 
made available. 

Dave Mitchell 





PRICE £1,240 (£1,055 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Microplus 01727 79 9670 
INFO www.optoma.com 
WARRANTY Three years, return to 
base, one year for LCD 


CPU 600MHz VIA Eden ESP 

RAM 256MB Flash/256MB SDRAM 
OS Windows XP 

CONNECTIVITY 10/100BaseIX 
Ethernet, 9-pin serial, parallel, 2x USB, 
PCMCIA, mic line-in/out, Microsoft 
RDP Citrix ICA and 

NetViewer clients 

SCREEN 17in TFT, 1,280x1,024 

with 32-bit at 60Hz 

OTHER Internet Explorer 6 
pre-installed, NetView Manager 





OPTOMA ST1720 

EILIT 009000000 
00000000 
0000000 


Features 





Performance 





PRICE £1,810 (£1,540 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER 3Com 01442 43 8000 
INFO www.3com.co.uk 
WARRANTY Lifetime 


CONNECTIVITY 24x 
10/100/1000BaseTX Ethernet, 

4x dual personality SFP fibre, 

2x stacking 

BACKPLANE CAPACITY 108Gbps 
SWITCHING MODE Store-and- 
forward 

FORWARDING TABLE 16K MAC 
addresses 

OTHER 254 802.1q VLANs, 802.1p CoS, 
802.1w RSTP 802.1x authentication, 
link aggregation, port mirroring, switch 
stacking, 9K Jumbo frames 





3COM SUPERSTACK 
3 SWITCH 3870 





00900000 
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PRICE £469 (£399 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Simply 0870 727 2110 
INFO www.philips.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


NATIVE RESOLUTION 1, 280x1,024 
INPUTS D-Sub 

VIEWABLE ANGLE 160 degrees 
horizontal and vertical 

PIXEL PITCH 0.294mm 
RESPONSE TIME 12ms 
CONTRAST RATIO 500:1 
BRIGHTNESS 250cd/m/ 

WEIGHT /Kg 





PecPlus ratings 
PHILIPS 190S5CS 


Value 00000000 
Features KAALA A7) 


Performance @©0000000 
OVERALL 8) 





PRICE £1,081 (£920 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.ivojo.co.uk 0845 
126 0530 

INFO www.nec.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


SYSTEM LCD 

RESOLUTION 1,024x768dpi 

ANSI LUMENS 1,300 (1,040 eco) 
CONTRAST RATIO 400:1 

LAMP LIFE 2,000 hours (3,000 eco) 
NOISE 33dB (28dB eco) 

AUDIO 1W mono speaker 

SIZE 29x9x26cm 

WEIGHT 2.9Kg 





NEC VT570 


Value 00000000 
Features 00900000 
Performance @©00000 








HARDWARE 


19ın LCD MONITOR 








eres a fun game that all the 

family can play. Its like ‘The Price 
Is Right” but without Bruce Forsyth. You 
take an IT product, analyse its features 
and performance, and then take your 
best stab at how much it costs. It may 
be a simple concept, and we can't 
guarantee celebrity guests or 
expensive prizes, but believe us, it's 
often more difficult than it sounds. 

Take this Philips monitor, for 

instance. The feature-set suggests a 
budget price tag. The only input is 
a D-Sub, leaving you with no digital 


MULTIMEDIA PROJECTOR 








O thousand pixels for a thousand 
pounds, give or take a few, 
doesnt sound like a bad offer to us. 
The sleek white styling and quiet 
running of this NEC projector certainly 
gives it more of a home feel than a 
business one, and while wed 
question NEC categorising it as a 
micro projector, it's a comfortable 
size for carrying around. 

So, it may look quite pretty in a 
white, curvy way, but what's running 
underneath? Well, its a standard XGA 


ian PCPlus 223 | December 2004 


Philips 190S5CS 


NEC VT570 





Don't be fooled by the 
stylish colour scheme. 
This is actually a 
budget 19in monitor. 


connection. This 
limits the quality of 
the picture, and you 
should check that 
you don't own a 
graphics card with 
only a DVI output. 
There are also no 
fancy extras, such as 
a USB hub or any 
kind of multimedia 
finery, and you don't even get the 


usual tinny, low-quality stereo speakers. 


The outward appearance of the 
190S5CS, though, suggests a more 
costly price. Sleek silver styling around 
both the panel and the base and a 
wafer-thin bezel add up to a highly 
desirable piece of kit. There's also a 
fair degree of manoeuvrability, as 
height and tilt adjustment are built 
into the frame, and the base rotates 
without too much trouble; the /Kg 
mass isn't too much of a handicap 
in this instance. 





It's quiet and very 
white, so it’s not the 
easiest projector to 
find in a blizzard. 


LCD projector that will 
output 1,300 lumens, 
which is enough to 
watch films in a 
semi-lit room and 
bright enough for 
presentations. 

Setting up Is easy, 
with two drop-down 
front feet, and easy- 
to-adjust manual 
zoom and focus, and automatic 
keystone correction, but with a long 
throw ratio of 14:1, its difficult to get a 
large end image. The supplied remote 
is small and slimline and offers basic 
menu-related options, but it lacks 
business features, such as a backlight, 
laser pointer and PC mouse control. 

Getting an image to the projector 
shouldnt be a problem, thanks to two 
D-Sub VGA inputs (you also get a 
monitor-out). Alongside these are a 
whole host of audio inputs and 





Despite a slightly low brightness 
rating, the specification list also hints 
at a high-end peripheral. 500:1 
contrast and a 12ms response time are 
particularly impressive figures. For the 
most part, these numbers are 
reflected in real-life performance. 
There isn't a huge number of candelas 
in reserve for darker scenes in games, 
but clarity and colour reproduction are 
consistently strong. The fast response 
time is also a great aid to game 
playing and multimedia use. As an 
added bonus, viewing angles are 
excellent; 160 degrees horizontal and 
vertical is a fair assessment. 

So, it's time to place your bets. Just 
how much do you reckon the 190S5CS 
costs? We concluded that it's a pretty 
average 19in screen, and guessed at 
about £500. We were therefore 
pleasantly surprised by a price tag of 
£469 This isn't cheap enough to propel 
the display into the ‘highly 
recommended’ category, but it does 
make it excellent value for money. If 
youte looking for a good performance 
screen but don't need the frills of a USB 
hub and a pair of speakers, come on 
down — the price is right. 

Russell James 


outputs; multimedia demands are 
extremely well catered for. 

Generally, colour reproduction is 
excellent for an LCD. Definition is 
exceptional across the full spectrum. As 
with a lot of LCDs, greens arent quite 
right. They come out a little yellow at 
the brighter end of the spectrum. Grey- 
scales are good with pure greys, but the 
low contrast ratio does show, with the 
darker end of the spectrum washed out. 

The native XGA projector produces a 
sharp, precise image. Theres a slight 
hint of defocus in the corners, but this is 
within expected levels. Without the use 
of keystone correction, text is readable 
down to 6.8pt. Keystoning introduces 
slight aliasing effects, as it does with 
many other projectors. Our moiré tests 
did, however, reveal interference. Video 
was disappointing, with the image 
showing clear noise. This ruins an 
otherwise impressive projector. 

On the plus side, the automatic 
management mode cuts fan noise 
levels, making it one of the quieter 
projectors we've heard in a while. 
Sadly, this doesn't compensate for 
the performance problems. 

Neil Mohr 





PRICE £1,410 (£1,200 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Polycom 00800 0033 4455 
INFO www.polycom-uk.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


BANDWIDTH 512KB/s max 

CODEC ITU H.323 and H.320 compliant 
FEATURES Dual monitor emulation 
VIDEO 704x480, 30fps 

IP CONNECTIVITY 10/100 Ethernet 
AUDIO INPUT/OUTPUT 2x RCA 
stereo, mic, 3mm headphone jack 
VIDEO OUTPUT RCA composite video, 
mini-DIN S-Video 

DIMENSIONS 290x68x165mm 
WEIGHT 1.13Kg 





Advanced features, such as 
firewall control and closed 
captions, can be accessed via 
the extensive web interface. 


CID 
POLYCOM V500 


Features 00900000 
Performance @00000000 








EXPERT REVIEWS 


VIDEO CONFERENCING 






imagination, it has a profound effect on 
how we work and the way we live. 
Research into video conferencing has 
rather predictably shown that adding a 
face to communication has an effect on 
our capacity to retain information. 

Video conferencing, whether via 
circuit-switched transmission or an IP 
transport, is, by its very nature, a 
complex technology. The Polycom V500 
attempts to simplify IP-based video 
conferencing, making it more accessible 
to small businesses, and enabling 
anyone to configure it. 


No need for a computer 

Aimed at small businesses and the 
education market, the Polycom V500 
offers an opportunity to meet with your 
Customers, tackle your suppliers or 
tutor long-distant students face-to-face 
for around the same price as a laptop 
PC. Designed to sit on top of a TV, the 
V500 can function connected directly to 
a router without requiring a computer. 
Once you've placed it where you want 
it, connectivity is straightforward, with 
Standard stereo RCA jacks used for 
audio and a choice of either composite 
or S-Video for the video signal. When 
you need to be discreet, the Polycom 
system also offers a standard 3mm 
headphone socket. The IP connectivity 
is handled by a 10/100 Ethernet socket. 
However, should you require a more 
traditional circuit- 
switched solution, the 
V500 supports an 
optional ISDN 
expansion card. 

After powering the 
Polycom unit up, 
youre greeted by an 
animated boot-up 
screen before finally 
being asked your 
preferred language. 
The camera sensor at 
the heart of the V500 
is based on a CCD system (the same as 
a digital camera), enabling the V500 to 
rapidly adjust its metering and ensure 
the image retains an optimum amount 
of information. Similarly, the V500 
employs an advanced auto white 
balance and does a reasonable job of 
delivering accurate colours. It also 
offers a respectable 60 degree 
horizontal field of view but, contrary to 
first impressions, can only be moved 
manually through a rather narrow 20 
degree pan and tilt. The story is similar 
for the focal mechanism which, again, 
relies on the operator to manually 
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Polycom V500 


hen communication technology 
really works and, more 
importantly, captures peoples 








Keeping in touch with friends via webcam this isn’t. Instead, it’s smooth Voice over IP 
technology that accommodates business meetings wherever you are in the world. 


adjust for the best focus. Completing 
the main camera Is an integral lens 
shutter operated by a small plastic 
slider above the lens (unfortunately, 
on our sample unit, this didn't actually 
shut completely, leaving a rather 
voyeuristic vertical bar). 

By default, the Polycom unit is set 
to automatically answer any incoming 
calls. By connecting to your TV via a 
composite or S-Video connection, 
theres no requirement to tune Into an 
elusive RF channel. As a result, this 
portion of the initial set-up is simple. 
Its a shame the same cant be said 
for the IP aspect of set-up. 


Simple user options 

Configuring network connectivity 
requires some understanding of how 
network address translation functions, 
as well as a rudimentary knowledge 
of your firewall technology. That said, 
the Polycom unit will operate in a 
wide range of configurations. By 
employing H.323, the V500 offers a 
secure and reliable connection using 
either audio or video conferencing. 
However, with 1.323, the IP address of 
the final destination is encoded 
directly into the data stream rather 
than by simply tagging each packet. 
As a result, typical implementation of 
NAT found in many routers offers 
limited compatibility. 

For many users, the idea of 
initiating a video conference call, let 
alone using IP addresses, is 
frightening. Polycom acknowledges 
that this is likely to dissuade the 
uninitiated from adopting the 
technology, and has included some 
simple user options and advanced 





Simplifying traditional Internet Protocol- 
based video conferencing is crucial to 
Polycom’s approach. 


management features. The most 
obvious inclusion is the 
Straightforward homepage that 
provides easy access to speed-dial 
and last dialled contacts. For 
administrators, a practical web 
interface provides a simple tool for 
remote management, even enabling 
the V500 to operate in one language 
while being managed in another. The 
administrator can also schedule 
conferences, which automates the 
connection and takes the complexity 
out of the hands of nervous users. 
Once everything is configured, 
video quality is superb. The V500 
dynamically gauges available 
bandwidth, ensuring video and audio 
are delivered with smooth refresh rates 
and perfect audio, making 
conversation natural. Using the TV top 
camera, you soon forget the distance 
between both parties. Aside from 
some usability issues, Polycom has 
delivered a professional solution for 
video conferencing or Voiceover IP 
perfect for small businesses and 
home workers alike. 
John Skeoch 


4GHz PENTIUM 4 DESKTOP PC 





ere due a 4GHz Pentium 4 early 
D next year, and while it only has 
IMB of L2 cache, it still 
represents the first time that desktop 
processors have breached the 4GHz 
barrier. If youre impatient, you might like 
to consider the latest all-singing, all- 
dancing system from Real Machines. 
The key to Real Machines’ 
overclocking is hidden inside the top 
part of the huge purple case. You might 
recognise the shape of the case 
because It's based around the long- 
Standing Asetek XE Vapochill option. 
This monster of a case is designed 
to offer the ultimate in refrigerated 
overclocking, and is a well-engineered, 
dedicated solution for a high-end PC. It 
may look like a normal tower case from 
the outside, but the Vapochill is actually 
Split into two separate parts. [he lower 
two thirds house the PC parts and the 
upper section holds all the magical 
water-cooling hardware, which can 
drop the temperature of your processor, 
graphics card and Northbridge to minus 
20 degrees centigrade, even when it's 
under full load. This is serious 
overclocking equipment. If you wanted 
to buy the case and cooling elements 
alone, it would cost about £600. 
However, when it comes to the 
other supplied components, we have a 
number of concerns about the quality. 
The lack of an X800 PE graphics card is 
a disappointment; the supplied X800 
XT is good, but there are better cards 
available. Similarly, the EIZO 20.1in 
display certainly looks the part, but 
wed have expected to see a 16ms 
refresh rate. For sound, we like the 





Beating the clock 


Real Machines RX1 





HARDWARE 


If you like your PCs big and purple, this is the kit for you. You do get some 7.1 speakers, 
but they kind of ruin the purple effect, so we left them out! 


inclusion of the adequate Creative 
TD//00 set, as it has an external Dolby 
decoder, but we would prefer the far 
louder Megaworks alternative. The 
system also ships with onboard sound. 
Wed expect to see an Audigy or 
Terratec card offering its improved /1 
Capabilities. 

Our test system steadfastly refused 
to complete SYSmark 2004, which is no 
great surprise given the benchmarks 
history of incompatibility with quirky 
PCs. However, we did run it through a 
number of other tests. The results, 
while good, weren't massively better 
than with existing 3.6GHz systems, 


hitting 5500 in 3DMark 2005, 12,367 in 
3DMark 2003 and 43.5FPS in Doom 3 
with standard settings. 

The good news is that Real 
Machines is backed by the Realtime 
Group, so at least you dont have to 
worry about support. Real Machines 
customers are given the red carpet 
treatment, with pre-sales support, 
personal delivery and installation for all 
customers, plus a follow-up call to 
check that everything is running fine. 

At this price, though, you'd expect 
the best and there are some features 
we think fall just short of the mark. 
Neil Mohr 


James Morris asks whether Intel will be able to keep its next generation of Pentium 4s cool 


The Real Machines RX1 achieves a 
4GHz clock by tweaking multipliers and 
front side bus frequencies, and it needs 
a hefty Vapochill refrigeration system to 
make this all run stably. But Intel has 
made its intentions clear that the 
Pentium 4 is designed for high clock 
speeds. Some years ago, the company 
was talking about 10GHz by the end of 
the decade, and the figure has since 
been upgraded to 25GHz. 

Recently, Intel has moved away from 
its gigahertz obsession and switched to 
a model-numbering strategy for both its 
desktop and mobile processors. 

The current pinnacle of Intel's 
frequency achievement is now called 
the Pentium 4 560, which is a 3.6GHz 
Prescott-core Pentium 4 with the new 


LGA775 pin-out. It will be the beginning 
of next year before we see a bona fide 
shipping processor running at 4GHz. 
This will be the Pentium 4 580, and 
essentially the same as the 560. 

But Intel is already encountering the 
problems inherent with boosting 
performance via brute clock speed. 
The Pentium 4 560 has a whopping 
115W thermal design power and a 
theoretical maximum power draw of 
nearly 166W. It’s not hard to see why 
the Real Machines PC needs a 
refrigeration system. 

As a result of the Pentium 4's 
requirements, a new platform called 
BTX is in the pipeline, designed to 
optimise cooling. Although it has other 
beneficial side effects, such as offering 


smaller form factors, it's an absolute 
necessity for the next generation of 
Pentium 4 processors. 

AMD has nowhere near the same 
problems. The Athlon 64 3800+ has an 
89W thermal power rating and requires 
86W theoretical maximum power draw. 
The Athlon 64 4000+ runs at the same 
2.4GHz clock as the 3800+, but with 
1MB rather than 512KB of cache. In fact, 
AMD64-based processors require so 
much less power than Pentium 4s that 
IWILL has even managed to squeeze 
two Opterons into a small form factor PC 
called the ZMAXdp. With processors on 
the horizon that fit two CPUs onto one 
die, the power issue is only going to get 
worse for the Pentium 4 and its high 
clock frequencies. E 





PRICE £4 111 (£3,499 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY Free 

SUPPLIER Real Machines 
0845 331 3534 

INFO www.realmachines.co.uk 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site 


CPU 4GHz (3.6GHz overclocked) Intel 
Pentium 4 

RAM 1GB DDR2 5400 

CORE LOGIC Inte! 925X 

HDD 2x 80GB WD Raptor 10k RAID, 1x 
Seagate 200GB 

DRIVES LG CD-RW, LG DVD+/-RW 
GRAPHICS ATi X800 XT PCI-E 
SCREEN Eizo 20.lin LCD 

SOUND 8-channel Intel onboard 
SPEAKERS 71 Creative TD7/00 
COMMS 56K Modem, Gigabit Ethernet 
OTHER HARDWARE Logitech 
Navigator Keyboard, Logitech 

MX510 Mouse 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Pro 
OTHER SOFTWARE None 
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The Real Machine uses a liquid 
cooling system to keep the 
processor from melting. 
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3.4GHz PENTIUM 4 LAPTOP PC 








f you want one of the fastest 
laptops money can buy, then 
right now, Rock can sell you a 


Hyper-Threaded 34GHz HT Pentium 4 
hosted in a thick and weighty Clevo 
D8/0P case. lts new Quaddra Ti is every 
inch the desktop replacement: 4.2Kg of 
colossal Pentium 4 power, a stunning 
16:9 display, 7200rpm hard disk and 
subwoofer-assisted 5.1 sound. It 
embraces the description ‘high-end’, 
wines it, dines it and leads it off to bed. 

The heart of this system comprises 
the 34GHz Pentium 4 engine, 1GB of 
main memory and a sizeable 
7200rpm 60GB Hitachi hard drive. Of 
course, while this buff Quaddra is 
technically a ‘portable’ machine, its 
architecture has more in common with 
a desktop PC. The Intel 865 Springdale 
chipset used here is a desktop design, 
benefitting from an 800MHz FSB 
(compared to the 400MHz FSB on the 
current Pentium M), while also 
providing support for fast PC3200 
(DDR400) RAM and Gigabit Ethernet. 

To appreciate the appeal of the 
Quaddra Ti, you need to buy into the 
idea that ‘size is everything’. This is a 
machine that’s all about performance; a 
one-box mobile PC designed to match 
the all-rounder potential of a desktop 
system. We've seen its like before from 
companies such as AJP and Mesh, but 
never with such a complete and 
compelling feature-set. 


Speed to spare 
The MobileMark 2002 benchmark tests 
system performance as the battery 
discharges to generate a simulated real 
world usage score. Let loose, the 
Quaddra Ti posted an exceptional rating 
of 193, though its Li-lon cell only ran for 
95 minutes. These high/low figures are 
typical for this sort of top-heavy 
specification. For this machine to last 
twice as long, Rock would need to 
sacrifice the 4x/2x DVD+RW Sony multi- 
drive and the 7-in-1 card reader just to 
accommodate an extra battery cell. 
Like many high-end machines, the 
Quaddra Ti hands the graphical 
responsibilities over to Alls flagship 
VPU. ATI's Mobility Radeon 9/00 posts a 
soaring 3DMark 2001SE score of 11,617 
which is stunning by today’s standards, 
while the 3DMark 2003 suite notches 
up a score of 3,284. The 97005 strong 
2D/3D performance is only bettered by 
ATs own limited edition 9800 chip 
(available in selected Dell Inspirons) 
and will only be eclipsed when PCI 
Express-equipped laptops start 
appearing with appropriate All and 
Nvidia PCI-E graphics solutions. Until 
then, the 9/00 is easily fast enough for 


Rock Quaddra Ti 


BATTERY LIFE 


15:35 





HARDWARE 





The bulky chassis and the supremely desirable widescreen display are traits of an 
unabashed desktop replacement system. A 3.4GHz processor ensures plenty of power. 





A vast array of USB 2.0, FireWire and 
other ports sit along the back panel. 


anything you care to throw at it, from 
Macromedia Contribute 3 to Doom 3. 


Screen idol 
As for the rest of the Quaddras 
specification, theres one definite 
highlight: the giant 17in widescreen LCD 
is by far the biggest improvement over 
similar ‘muscle machines’. Supporting 
resolutions up to 1,680x1,050 pixels, 
Rock has incorporated the same X- 
Glass display technology that its been 
using in its Xtreme laptop range. Like 
Sony's X-Black, X-Glass is a reflective 
coating that delivers increased colour 
depth and vibrancy. It makes little 
difference to the visuals on the 
Windows desktop. But theres a 
dramatic improvement in quality when 
you play games or watch movies on 
the Quaddras screen. 

The Quaddra’s generous case-space 
enables a wide array of expansion 


options, including 
three USB 20 ports, 
FireWire and a PC Card 
slot. But as this porky 
portable hopes to 
replace an equivalent 
desktop, It also 
features a subwoofer, 
7-in-1 card reader and 
a BisonCam digital 
video camera. And 
with an 802.11 
module installed, plus 
a Bluetooth module 
for short-range 
wireless connectivity, 
that’s all the wireless bases covered. 

With its guts organised by Windows 
XP Home Edition, the Quaddra Ti comes 
supplied with a so-so 
collection of software that 
includes Ability Office 
2002 and Panda AV 
Platinum — just enough 
to protect you. Three 
years of collect and return 
cover provides that extra 
peace of mind. 

Theres no denying the 
Quaddras raw power, nor 
its enviable flexibility. But it does 
generate mixed emotions. The laptop 
market is inching through a fallow 
technology period and the traditional 
PCI has had tts day. With Intels Sonoma 
platform destined to bring PCI Express to 
Centrino-branded laptops, and the 
prospect of the 1915 desktop chipset 
being shoehorned into heavyweight 
portables, you may want to wait before 
you commit to such a pricey purchase. 
Dean Evans 





PRICE £1,878 (£1,598 ex VAT) 
INFO www.rockdirect.com 
SUPPLIER Rock 0870 990 9090 
WARRANTY Three years, collect 
and return 


CPU 3.4GHz Intel Pentium 4 

RAM 1,024MB 

HDD 60GB Hitachi Travelstar 7K60 
(7200rpm) 

DRIVES DVD+RW Sony DW-U54A 
GRAPHICS 256MB ATI Mobility 
Radeon 9/00 

SCREEN 17in widescreen TFT LCD 
(1,680x1,050) 

SOUND Intel AC'97 

SPEAKERS 4x built-in stereo 
COMMS 802.11bg, Bluetooth, Gigabit 
Ethernet, 56K modem 

PORTS 3x USB 2.0, 1x FireWire, 1x 
PCMCIA, DVI-I, Parallel, Serial, PS/2, 
S-Video, S/PDIF 

OTHER HARDWARE Subwoofer, 
7-in-1 card reader, BisonCam digital 
video camera 

OS Windows XP Home 

OTHER SOFTWARE Ability Office 
2002, Intervideo WinDVD, Intervideo 
DiscMaster 2, Panda Titanium AV 2004 
SIZE 393x280x42mm 

WEIGHT 4./Kg 
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The fact that many components 
can be removed individually is 
great for future expansion. 
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ROCK QUADDRA TI 
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WIRELESS NETWORKING 


HARDWARE 


Thomson SpeedTouch 580 


sheedtouch 





f you're a long-time broadband 

subscriber, you may have heard 
the name SpeedTouch before. That's 
because, when it was under the Alcatel 
umbrella, it was responsible for various 
Internet products, including the 
infamous green toad ADSL modem 
provided free by many ADSL ISPs, such 
as Freeserve. 

The 580 is a fully-featured box, but 
its designed to be easy to set up. It also 
packs a decent punch where features 
are concerned. As well as the usual 


NETWORK STORAGE 


The Thomson 
SpeedTouch offers 
plenty of features, but 
poor user-friendliness. 


64- and 128-bit WEP 
encryption and 
802.11g compatibility, 
theres also support 
for the new WPA 
security standard, 
something many of 
its peer apparatus 
cant match. 

But the first 
downer is the price. 
At £10 and £30 more than the leading 
Netgear and Belkin models respectively, 
itS an expensive choice. But the 580 
tries to play the user-friendly trump 
card. It can use a web-based interface 
to fine tune the configuration, but this 
isn't accessible from the off as the 
wireless functionality is disabled when 
you first power up the unit. 

Instead, a wizard is supposed to 
detect the device when its attached 
to your PC. Unfortunately, when we 
tried this, the wizard didn't seem 


too keen in fulfilling its purpose and 
left us tearing our hair out while it 
maintained there was no device 
attached to our PC. Despite a router 
reboot, Ethernet was a non-starter, so 
we turned to USB. Still, it steadfastly 
refused to believe the device existed. 
It took several attempts to get this to 
eventually work. Unfortunately, we 
found this process too hit and miss; 
its exactly the kind of set-up difficulties 


we want wireless kit makers to eradicate. 


Our review unit had no printed 
guide included. Neither did the CD bear 
much resemblance to the steps actually 
published in the set-up guide. This 
cant be good, as even experienced 
users will wonder just where they've 
gone wrong. 

So, once again, its the same old 
Story. This is a fully-featured wireless 
ADSL gateway, but its made a whole 
lot more complicated than it ought to 
be. To be fair, Thomson has tried to 
make it easy by requiring basic ADSL 
information for set-up. Once the 580 is 
actually set up, it functions extremely 
well. Until that point, it's something 
of an annoyance. 

Dan Grabham 


Linksys NSLU2 Storage Link 





@ inksys is the latest mainstream 
networking manufacturer to 
react to the huge growth in home and 
small office networks by offering a 
solution for attaching storage to your 
network. This isn't actually a full NAS 
(Network Attached Storage) solution, 
though — its merely an enabler. You 
connect it to a spare network port on 
your router and attach a USB hard 
drive (there are two ports) to the 
Network Storage Link (NSL). The NSL 
acts as a file server, and you can map 
the drive from your PC using Windows 


{ 


The Linksys provides 
extra USB sockets for 
adding even more 
storage options. 


‘Map network drive’ 
command and 
assign it a drive 
letter (so it’s just like 
an extra local drive). 
If you're so inclined, 
you can make the 
device wireless 
simply by adding a 
bridge. The Linksys 
definition of ‘USB 
drive’ also includes keyring flash-drives, 
but you can only use these on one of 
the ports. The device isn't hot- 
swappable, so you'll need to power off 
before disconnecting the drives. The 
real downside is that the NSLS file 
format is not compatible with Windows, 
so you'll have to format a new drive 
before it can be used. 

You control the NSL via a browser 
window, where you can also gain 
access to various disk utilities. Most 
impressive of all is the back-up facility, 
which enables you to schedule regular 


back-ups to an alternative storage drive. 


You can even synchronise content if 
you wish, so you can run two drives 
with identical content as a fail-safe. 
Handily, you can also restrict access to 
certain information by username or 
password, so you can assign network 
folders for different users. 

The device could have been 
improved with FireWire support, but 
this was probably an expense not 
justified by the amount of FireWire 
Storage devices in the PC market. 
Disappointingly, it cant network-share 
a USB printer. Were bound to soon see 
an ADSL all-in-one router that can also 
share network drives and printers. 
Some manufacturers are getting there: 
expect to see solutions from providers, 
such as Storage specialist lomega. We'll 
be featuring them in these pages over 
the next few issues. 

One competing product is Buffalos 
LinkStation. That device costs about 
£200, but includes a 120GB drive in 
one box. You can also add more 
Storage, as It has extra USB sockets. 
This positions the Linksys as a value 
alternative for people who already 
have plenty of external storage. 

Dan Grabham 





PRICE £106 (£90 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dslsource.co.uk 
INFO www.speedtouch.com 
WARRANTY One year 


TYPE Wireless access point, router 
and ADSL modem 

COMPATIBILITY 802.119, 802.11b 
FREQUENCY 2.4GHz 

OPERATING CHANNELS 13 

RANGES 60m 

SECURITY 64/128-bit WEP encryption, 
WPA, MAC address filtering, firewall 
CONNECTIVITY 4x 10/100Mbps 
Ethernet ports 








00900000 
Performance ©0000 


Features 








PRICE £67 (£57 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.linksys.co.uk 
WARRANTY Iwo years 


TYPE Network storage adaptor 
COMPATIBILITY IEEE 802.3, 

IEEE 802.3u, USB 1.1, USB 2.0 
PROTOCOL SMB/CIFS over TCP/IP 
CONNECTIVITY 10/100Mbps, 
RJ-45, 2x USB 2.0 

DIMENSIONS 275x135x96mm 
WEIGHT 185g 


LINKSYS NSLU2 NETWORK 


Value 009000000 
0090000 
00900000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 


STORAGE LINK 
CID 
CHEND 
Prerfomance 0000000 
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PRICE £50 (£41 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Tamas Demjen 
sales @tweakbits.com 

INFO www.tweakbits.com/tfm 


CPU 133MHz or faster 
RAM 16MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


Need to convert legacy Delphi 
and C++ Builder applications to 
VS.NET? Trans-Form-Matic may 
be the answer. Yes, it's an 
unusual product name but, if it 
does the job, what do you care? 





TRANS-FORM-MATIC 1 


0000000 
00000000 


Features 





Performance 


| 





OVERALL 


PRICE £295 (£243 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER MimarSinan International 
+11 9031 2240 2806 (Turkey) 

INFO www.mimarsinan.com 


CPU 133MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


InstallAware's an easy to use, 
powerful software installer 
based around Microsoft's 
industry-standard Windows 
Installer engine. If you want 
effortless software installs 
using professional-looking 
dialogs and wizards, take a 
hard look here. 


INSTALLAWARE 
PROFESSIONAL 2.1 


00000000 
00000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 


vale an2? 000 
CEID 
CONE 








SOFTWARE 


FILE CONVERSION 


Trans-Form-Matic 1 


E Trans-lonm-fAstic Professional 


Baich Transte’ | Wining | 


‘Visual Stucke Vertion: “Component Hating 
P VSNET 71 puna 


e RSRETEO OO 


fF ewes oigna [LisiFina!l | 
~ Decapbaten frit (latex!) 
© Lowers undmeacean (lit bee] | 


Trans-Form-Matic can 
be tweaked to change 
how it translates 
component names. 

















ith more people interested in 

NET software development, it's 
inevitable that some will want to port 
their existing applications from Delphi 
and C++ Builder to Microsoft's VS.NET 
system. This is truer now that low-cost 
hobbyist-oriented versions of VS.NET 
are available. 

It doesn’t make sense to do 

this unless you plan to add new 
functionality at the same time. 
However, assuming you do bite the 
bullet and youre porting a complex 
application, you'll typically have many 


SOFTWARE INSTALLER 





forms of user- 
interface controls that 
need to be brought 
over. Doing this 
conversion by hand 
can be extremely 
laborious and time 
consuming. Surely 
theres a better way? 
Enter Trans- 
Form-Matic 1, the 
brainchild of Tamas Demjen. This little 
utility is designed to convert existing 
DFM files (the format in which Delphi 
and C++ Builder store forms and 
controls) into the corresponding NET 
code. Youte probably aware that when 
a NET application runs, controls are 
created on-the-fly using code 
contained in a method called 
InitializeComponent. This means the 
control-creating code might need to be 
generated in C++, C# or VB.NET, 
according to the type of project you 
want to create. The Professional version 


of Trans-Form-Matic handles all three 
languages, whereas the Standard 
edition (£25) handles only one. 

The program works with Delphi 
versions 2 to Z as well as C++ Builder 
versions 1 to 6, and generates output 
for VS.NET 2003 and the upcoming 
VS.NET 2005 system. Of course, the 
various VCL controls referenced from 
inside a DFM file dont exist in the NET 
framework, so there has to be some 
way of mapping to the nearest 
equivalent control. Many of the 
Standard components are automatically 
mapped to the equivalent WinForms 
control, and Tamas has stated that, 
within a few weeks, version 1.1 will be 
released and will include support for 
TilmageList, TListView and more. 

Inevitably, there will be properties 
that have no equivalent in the .NET 
framework. lts also important to 
stress that event handlers are not 
automatically translated. Irans-Form- 
Matic is a DFM conversion tool and is 
concerned only with the static, design- 
time placement of controls on the 
form. Any event handlers associated 
with your user interface must still be 
converted manually. 

Dave Jewell 


InstallAware Professional 2.1 


Ge pa pee beet Be be oe 


JAHU +90 EE! SIRO ot 
T imwa i 


hey say first impressions count 

for everything, and this is as true 
for software development as it is for 
anything else. The first thing people 
see with any carefully crafted 
application is the installer and if it 
doesn't look good or doesnt do the job 
properly, youre fighting a losing battle 
from the word go. 

In terms of visual appearance, 
Install[Aware Pro scores highly. It 
includes several sets of ‘themed’ 
dialogs that are not completely new 
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Once the wizard has 
done its job, the IDE 
will display the script 
source code. 


(many of them are 
taken from Microsoft 
products such as 
Windows XP or the 
VS.NET installer), but 
its nice to have 
instant access to 
them from within 
InstallAware. 

The technology is 
based around 
version 2 of Microsoft's MSI (Microsoft 
Installer) engine, meaning that MSI 2 
must be installed on the target 
machine. Ordinarily, MSI 2 will be 
automatically included into the self- 
extracting, compressed EXE file 
generated by the program. However, if 
you can guarantee that the target 
machine already has MSI 2 installed, 
such as when deploying new software 
in a controlled corporate environment, 
this can be excluded from the set-up, 
thus making for a much smaller file. 


In addition to building self- 
extracting EXE files, you can also 
generate uncompressed directory 
layouts that may be needed for 
running software from a CD. However, 
where InstallAware really shines is 
in the creation of compressed, 
segmented, web-based EXE files. The 
user simply downloads the essential 
parts of an application as a single 
executable file. When executed, this 
scans the target machine and only 
downloads the required components 
that it can't find. 

By using a segmented web-based 
executable, only those target machines 
that don't already have the runtime 
installed will need to download it. This 
technology comes into play when you 
download the 30-day installer from the 
MimarSinan website; the initial 
download is only /MB, but you end up 
with 280MB of product installed! 

One word of warning: theres a 
memory leakage bug in version 2.1. If 
you leave the IDE running for a lengthy 
period of time, it will eat all available 
memory. Hopefully, this will be fixed 
by the time you read this. 

Dave Jewell 
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3U RACKMOUNT SERVER 


Xinit tSharqServ 326 








he novelty of blade servers 
has faded a little over the 
last few months, particularly 


as people realise that, unless you 
require a hundred webservers, or a 
computer farm large enough to tackle 
The Return of the King, they tend to 
be too top-heavy. That is, the 
processors massively outclass the 
feeble disk array they inevitably come 
with, which makes them unsuitable 
for what remains the bulk of 
enterprise applications. 

For a long time, Xinit Systems was 
an Intel-only shop: Xeons were the 
mainstay of their devices, which 
inevitably meant higher costs and 
therefore higher end-user prices. 
While Xeons have undoubtedly 
acquired a reputation for rock-solid 
Stability, the slow take-up for 64-bit 
computing, and the apparent clock 
frequency ceiling recently hit by Intel, 
gave AMD's Opteron chip just the 
boost it needed to get a firm footing 
in the enterprise. Admittedly, Xinit 
wasn't first off the block in the 
Opteron rush, but better late than 
never, we Say. lts here now, and this 
machine looks set to please. 


Specs, size, sound 

Deep in the heart of this beast lie two 
Opteron 246 chips running at 2GHz 
apiece. These are two steps away 
from the top model (the 250s), but 
come in at half the price. Backing 
them up is 6GB of ECC RAM, and 
eight Western Digital Raptor /4GB 
10,000rpm SATA drives connected to 
an eight-port SATA raid controller. This 
machine accepts up to 24GB of RAM, 
which is a hefty amount; too many 
machines we see bring all the power 
of 64-bit processing while at the 
same time bundling a measly 4GB of 
RAM. If we wanted 4GB of RAM, we 
would have bought a 32-bit CPU! 


Kudos to Xinit for breaking the mould. 

Also in the unit are three 
redundant power supplies churning 
out /60w each, plus twin Gigabit 
Ethernet controllers for even more 
reliability. One particularly interesting 
piece of hardware is the bundled 
DVD-ROM drive — still a luxury 
component in servers at this level. 
Linux distributors, such as Red Hat 
and SuSE, still shy away from 
releasing their enterprise distros as 
DVDs, because so many server 
manufacturers skimp on this 
component. It’s great to see Xinit 
taking the lead. 

Given the number of drives and 
sheer amount of redundancy built 
into this box, the size is forgivable. 
Furthermore, the fans are nice and 
big, which means noise is low-pitched 
and doesn't get on your nerves. 


Making it go 

Of course, the biggest issue with 
servers is inevitably the performance, 
so we dusted off LXFBench 2004 (our 
sister magazine Linux Format’s 
benchmark) and put it to the test. It’s 
been a while since we printed this 
benchmark in PC Plus, so, to refresh 
your memories, LXFBench 2004 
consists of four tests: multi-processor, 
single processor, RAM and hard disk. 
They are then summed to produce 
the final overall score. A score of 1 in 
any category means that a computer 
equalled our test machine: a 1.8GHz 
Pentium 4 with 512MB of RAM. 

This machine scored 6.82 in the 
multi-processor test, which is 
incredible. Back in Linux Format 52, a 
Systemax Opteron machine, kitted out 
with dual 248 chips, was reviewed 
(the model up from the CPUs here), 
and that scored only 6.07 in the multi- 
processor score. On the single CPU 
test, this machine scored 34, which is 





PRICE £5691 (£4,695 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Xinit Systems 0207 538 8230 
INFO www.xinit.com 


Al 
PEREORMANCE 
AWARD 





MOTHERBOARD MSI K8D Master 3 
CHIPSET AMD 8131 +811 

CPU 2x 2GHz Opteron 246 

RAM 6GB ECC 

HDD 8x /4GB Western Digital 

Raptor SATA 

HDD CONTROLLERS |CP Vortex 
GDT8586RZ SATA RAID 

NETWORK Dual Integrated Broadcom 
Gigabit Ethernet 10/100/1000 

OTHER 2x free 5.25in peripheral bays 
for expansion, 3x 760w redundant 
PSUs 











Better late than never: Xinit 
steps up with a two AMD 
Opteron 2GHz 246 chip-based 
server that oozes build quality. 


way above the Sytemax's score of 3.0. 
Lest we credit the RAM with bringing 
about this speed, the score difference 
between the two Is minimal: 2.28 for 
Xinit and 2.17 for Systemax. 

Finally, in line with what youd 
expect of so many high-quality SATA 
drives, this machine scores a solid 1.16 
for the hard disk test, giving an overall 
score of 342, which makes this 
machine the fastest thing we've ever 
tested. The most interesting thing 
about these results is they were 
obtained with 
chips that are not 
considered top- 
end. The 
performance we 
see here is a result 
of build quality 
and system tuning 
on behalf of Xinit. 

The price is an odd one to tackle. 
Again, looking at the Systemax, it was 
less than half the price of this 
machine, so where did all the money 
go? The usual sinkhole for cash Is 
RAM, but that’s minimised here 
through the use of six 1GB RAM sticks. 
In comparison, the Systemax comes 
with just 1GB. If you really want to 
economise, you can get this machine 
with only 1GB and shave the price 
down to £4,459 (£3679 ex VAT), but we 
think this is the ideal specification as- 
is. The hard drives are one potential 
flash point: there are eight of them, 
and each one goes for no less than 
£100. Add in the redundancy in 
networking and power, as well as the 
larger and therefore better-cooled 3U 
case and it even has PS/2 support! 

With power like this at a 
reasonable price, we can't help but 
fall in love with this machine. Xinit is 
back on form, and back at the top of 
our list of decent suppliers. 

Paul Hudson 


“This machine scored 
6.82 in the multi- 
processor test, which 
is incredible ” 
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Guide to your 








SUPERDISCS 


Follow our project-based tutorials in this guide to your cover discs 


Welcome to this month's SuperDisc with an 
astounding £7000 worth of free software... 





David Wiltshire 


david.wiltshire@ futurenet.co.uk 


David's recent birthday has made 
him consider the futility of 
existence, although he’s still a 
Chelsea fan. 


TY e've got three fantastic apps from three giants 
WV) in the multimedia market: Camtasia captures 

activity on your PC screen; PowerProducer can 
capture video directly, or import movie files or stills, 
then create a menu for you automatically. And finally, 
WireFusion provides all the tools you need to create 
rich web content and applications. 

Other exciting software this month includes a 
corporate server licence (worth £6000!) for AliceStreet 
Conference Center, a voice and video conferencing 
environment; Surround SCM, a fully-featured source 
code control manager for your big programming 
projects; and Dekart Private Disk which will keep your 
private files hidden and secure when you want them 
to be and visible when you dont. 

Starting this issue is part 1 (The Core System) of the 
TCM4000-AAA PE + Workflow System. Modules 2 and 





This month's SuperDisc 
software tutorials 


3 will follow in consecutive issues. The DVD bonus 


content, includes the current version of WinPLOSION 


for easy task-switching and Gentoo Linux, so enjoy! 


This month's product highlights 


FILE SECURITY 
Dekart 
Private Disk 
This ingenious 
security tool 
makes it easy to 
protect your 
private files with the minimum of 
effort. You can mount a disk and It's 
visible from Explorer and all Windows 
applications, so you can save all your 
confidential files there. Remove the 
disk and your data is held in a single, 
encrypyted file, protected and hidden 
from any potential snoopers. 
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] SMS MANAGER 
| Dynmark 
— = International 
= | e-txt 
- = ===1 Text messaging is 
a quick and 


get your message across. Dynmark 
International e-txt can help you create 
and send group messages, including 
merge fields for a personal touch. 
Once you've generated a list of 
contacts (CSV files can be exported 
from applications like Outlook), all you 
need to do is compose and send. 





economical way to 


SOURCE CONTROL SYS 
Seapine 
Surround 
SCM 2.1.4 
Anyone who has 
performed any 
amount of 
programming for a large project will 
know how important source code 
control is. Seapine Surround SCM 
provides a solid and consistent source 
control system with a wide range of 
features, including being able to import 
code, manage updates and revisions, 
and allow others to download code. 


VIRTUAL CONFERENCE TOOL 
AliceStreet Conference Center 1.0 

In a situation where you need to have a meeting 
with business colleagues who are not in the same 
location, conference calls or instant messaging is 
often used. AliceStreet has gone one step further to 
create a truly virtual conference room with voice and 
video chat. 





Demicron Wirefusion 3.2.00... 228 
CyberLink PowerProducer 1.0................. 230 
Camtasia 3 .................21221121210101012121010001000201001101222-- 231 
TCM 4000-AAA Personal............................. 232 
Seapine Surround SCM 2.1.4... 234 
Alice Street Conference Center 1.0... 235 
Dekart Private Disk... 236 
Dynmark International e-txt..................... 23/ 
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PERSONAL INFORMATION MANAGER 

TCM 4000-AAA Personal Version + 
In a world endlessly filled with contacts, addresses, 
websites and phone numbers, its often difficult to 
store and search this information intelligently. The 
snappily titled TCM 4000-AAA Personal Expenses 
version + Workflow System will help you do that. 


[==] TASK MANAGER 

=a WinPLOSION 
Eu 2.17 
= One day Microsoft 
will build support 
for tabbed 
2 browsing into 
Internet Explorer, if not Mozilla Firefox 
will take up the slack. If you don't 
want to change browsers then 
WinPLOSION and it’s hotspots will help. 
By moving your cursor, by default, to 
the right-hand corner of your screen, 
the program displays tiled, scaled 
images of all your IE windows. 











This month's 
PCPlus Multimedia Power Pack 


>Demicron Wirefusion 3.2 
Create rich web content and Java-driven applications that 
can be embedded directly into your website 


Three free powerful add-ons 





@ WF-3D for extra 3D impact 
@ WF-MP3 intuitive audio design 
@ WF-VIDEO full motion appeal 


> Cyberlink PowerProducer 1.0 


Convert your videos into digital movies and create photo slide 


shows for distribution on CD 


> Camtasia 


Capture the action on your PC screen, edit and publish high-impact 
tech support movies and software training videos 


Your essential resources 


Qur collection of tools, utilities, archives and other useful goodies to enhance your computing 


Dillo 0.8.2 
RealPlayer 0.4 


ON CD 2 AND THE DVD 
IMAGE EDITING LAB TEST 


TRIAL SOFTWARE SELECTION 


Adobe Illustrator CS 

Adobe Photoshop CS 

Adobe Photoshop Elements 2 
Fireworks MX 2004 


Freehand MX 11 


Paint Shop Pro 8 


The GIMP 2.0.4 
Ulead Photolmp 
Xara X! 


ON CD 3 AND THE DVD 
ESSENTIAL LINUX 


Inkscape 0.39 


Skype 0.90.0.14 


Server 
act XL 


DivX Player 5.2.1 


ESSENTIAL FREEWARE 
A9CAD 2.0.1 

ABC Backup 1.05 
Ad-Aware SE PE 1.05 
Button Farm Lite 2.4 
Beyond Remote Client and 


Fastream NETFile FTP/Web 


Server 6.9.5 
FileAmigo LE 6.0.5 SP1 
FileZilla 2.2.8b 


Fresh UI 719 


Guitar Alchemist Free 1.2 


Krang 1.021 
ZynAddSubFX 2.0.0pre1 
eGroupWare 1.0 RC7 
Kexi 0.1 Beta 4 
phpPgAdmin 3.4.1 
Columba 1.0 
(Milestone M2) 


Technical Support 


Our support staff will do their utmost to help you, but 
cannot provide assistance for either Linux software, or 
general application help for hardware, DOS or Windows. 


LogMeln Scout 1.0.2 
MyCon Free 2004.2 
OmniVPN 2.0.2 

Phatsoft JoyMouse 2.1 
Phatsoft TMR 1.3 

Sceneo Vcopy Version 1.28 
SmartFTP 1.0.982 


Website 
KOME 


Difficulties with your software? 
CONTACT PC PLUS CD AND DVD READER SUPPORT 
pcplus.support@ futurenet.co.uk 
01225 822 743 
www.futurenet.com/support 
http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 





VideoToolbox 1.1.1.65 
Volutive 1.0.4 


ESSENTIAL UTILITIES 
MySOL 4 
PHP 5.0.1 


Apache HTTP Server Version 


2.0.51 

Mozilla 1.73 

Mozilla Firefox 1.0PR 
Netscape 71 

Opera 754 

Adobe Reader 6 
RealOne Player 2 


Macromedia Flash Player 70.14 


HELPDESK + EXTRAS 


MOTHERBOARD GROUP TEST 


Hi-res photography of all the 
motherboards 


DVD EXTRAS 


PDF Archive: issues 165 — 209 








mT 

& 

es | 
(RE 


D W: CD © DVD 
re ou PPD | 1 R O M a 


FREE 45-PAGE INTERACTIVE MAGAZINE 
BroadbandNow! 


The new digital-only entertainment 

magazine is yours to keep! 

@ New DVDs reviewed and rated: 
choose from ‘Day After Tomorrow’, 
‘Troy’, Van Helsing’ and more! 

è Get into online gaming - the kit, 
games and community explained. 

@ Video messaging - see your friends 
and save money! 

è Cult TV - relive the glory days of 
Monkey, Fawlty Towers and more! 


Trial software 


The finest selection of demo 
and time-limited software 


Antigen for Exchange 8 

— Advanced Spam Manager 
Camtasia Studio 2.04 
capella2004 
capella-scan 5 
Clarity Lite Edition 2.4.3.1 
Dreamcard 12.6 
FinePrint 5.23 
Fugawi UK Digital Maps 
Version 2: Port Talbot/ 
Swansea 
Genie Backup Manager Pro 5 


Genuine Fractals PrintPro 3.5 
pdfFactory Professional 2.23 
pdfFactory 2.23 
PowerDirector 3 

Revolution 12.6 

Surround SCM 3.0.2 

Snaglt 71 

WireFusion 4 


Damaged or missing SuperDisc? 
MISSING SUPERDISC |f youre a subscriber then please 
contact our reader support team. Otherwise, please 


contact the retailer where you purchased this issue. 


DAMAGED SUPERDISC If your cover disc appears to be 
faulty, please call our reader support team. 
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AS SOLD FOR £268 


£69 (WIREFUSION) AND 


£199 (WF-3D ADD-ON) 


INTERACTIVE WEB PRESENTATION 


Demicron WireFusion 3.2 








Create rich web content and applications with this drag-and-drop visual interface to create 
Java-driven applications that can be embedded into your website. Extend the functionality 
of the software through multimedia extensions that cater for 3D, MP3 and video assets 


REQUIREMENTS | 
CPU 200MHZz or faster 


RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


Registration codes for WireFusion and 
the WF-3D add-on can be acquired 
from www.demicron.com/future 








UPGRADE 
Save 35% 


Get up to 35 per cent discount when 
upgrading your WireFusion 3.2 to 

the new WireFusion 4. But be quick 
as the offer expires at the end of 
September. Prices and instructions 
on how to upgrade is included in the 
email sent to you when registering 
WireFusion 3.2. 


www.demicron.com 


Adding multimedia elements 





he web has expanded from 
its early roots into an 
immersive multimedia 


environment, and with an increase in 
broadband users, we're entering a 
period where online media-rich 
applications are taken for granted. 
Macromedia may have the 
advantage over other delivery 
methods with its Flash-driven SWF 
format, but there are still many web 
authors lacking the time or money 
to develop their skills with such a 
high-end application. WireFusion 
provides an alternative and, 
powered by Java, ensures a huge 
proportion of your intended 
audience won't have too many 
problems viewing your output. 





E Up and running Installing the 
software is straightforward. Make sure 





In ‘Wire View’ mode you get a more 
object-oriented view of your project with 
component connections clearly visible. 


i 








Fitters 
Logic 


Misc 


After installing the MP3 and video add-ons, 

you'll need to restart the software before you 
can access your extra elements. Once you've done 
this, you'll be able to create objects by simply 
dragging them from the ‘Multimedia’ tab, or by 
browsing through the Objects | Multimedia menu. 
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Video and audio objects now become available 
through the ‘Object View’ area at the foot of the 
interface, and enable you to make the relevant 
changes to the default object's source. This is possible 
by selecting the object's properties and using the 
‘Change Movie’ or ‘Change Sound’ options. 


you run the main WireFusion installer 
first and the add-ons can be activated 
directly through the software using the 
File | Install Add-on option. You'll also 
need to register the software online 
and restart WireFusion to make them 
available, which will also present you 
with the opportunity to enter the 
relevant registration details. 

Once launched, the software 
isn't the most intuitive around but, 
fortunately, theres a sample project 
waiting to be loaded within the 
installation files to get you started. Dig 
out the WireFusion 3.2/projects/ 
GettingStarted.wfp file and things will 
make much more sense. You can 
preview the results of the project 
using the ‘Preview’ icons at the head 
of the software, or through the 
‘Project’ menu. 


A Adding assets To recreate results, 
create a new file and use the Project | 
Properties menu to change the canvas 
dimensions to 300x510 pixels. Add a 
graphic object by choosing the Object 
| Multimedia | Image option and drop 
it onto the canvas. Using the dialog 
that appears, change the default 
image to ‘/resources/images/watch/ 
watch.jog’ and change the X and Y 
coordinates to ‘O’ under the ‘Target 
Area’ tab. 

Click ‘OK’ and look towards the 
bottom of the interface. Here, you'll 











Minute hand 


ia: | Hour hand 
angles —- 
>| L. z 


Vee 
| Correct Hour 


=| 4S IE out Ports 
- Humber 
Export Ports... P Humber 


Save... S 





& Cut Ctrl+X 
Copy Ctrl+C 
X Delete Delete 





Help H 


You can access an object's attributes 
directly through ‘Wire View’ mode using 
the arrow-head in the top-right of its icon. 


see an entry available under both the 
‘Wire’ or ‘List’ views. Change this to 
‘Watch’ to make things more 
identifiable. Add the second-hand 
image by importing sec.gif as an 
asset, rename it to ‘Second Hand’ 
and position it as before, moving it to 
the centre of the watch (X=133; Y=164). 
In order to make the second 
hand move, we need to use both 
‘System’ and ‘Time objects’ from the 
Objects | Environment menu. This is 
also achieved using the tab options at 
the head of the interface. You'll find 
their relevant listings available within 
the ‘Wire’ or ‘List’ view at the bottom 
of the interface. In a similar fashion, 
drop a Math object from the ‘Logic’ 
options, ‘OK’ the default dialog 
settings and rename the objects from 
‘systeml’ object to ‘Push Time I’, 
‘Timel’ to ‘Seconds’ and ‘Mathl' to 
‘Second Angles’. 








The audio options are basic, as they're only 

available for establishing the audio asset that 
the object will contain. However, the same properties 
for video objects enable precision positioning whether 
sound is enabled, the file is set to stream or whether 
the video should play, loop or do nothing. 


The interface at a glance... 


Folder structure 
Explore the 
hierarchy of your 
project structures in 
a traditional way 


Canvas window 
Provides a visual 
approach to 
working with 
project assets 


List View (1) 
Quick access to 
objects within your 
project, including 
invisible commands 


Mot) Wau 


Preview 

See your project 
within its own 
window or through 
the browser 





TU) co 


E Do the maths The top-left corner 
of each of the icons enables access 
to an object's attributes. Click the 
corner on the ‘Push Time 1’ system 
object and choose the Out Ports | 
New Frame Started entry. The cursor 
now changes to show that a 
connection can be made, which we'll 
complete by right-clicking the 
‘Seconds’ object and selecting the In 
Ports | Push Seconds option. You 
should now have a visual indicator of 
the connection with a blue line 
showing the Out Port of the 
connection. If you click on the grey 
segment of the connection and 


Once you're ready to export your final project as 

a Java applet, you'll need to choose the File | 
Publish option. The name and folder field provide 
obvious options, though there are further options for 
enabling you to save the file as a HTML presentation, 


as well as various Java options. 


Tabbed access 
Various object 
elements can be 
accessed via the 
head of the interface 


orei Minute angles Folder 
Cores Maur angat 


highlight it, you'll be able to view the 
configured attributes within the 
software status bar. 

With the time value created, we 
need to determine the angle of 
rotation of our second hand graphic. 
To do this, we have to connect our 
‘Seconds’ to our ‘Second Angles’ 
object — this time, choose the Out 
Ports | Seconds Pushed and connect 
this to the ‘Second Angles’ object 
using the In Port | Set a option. 

Next, bring up the ‘Second Angles’ 
objects properties, select the ‘Double 
Radio Button’ option within the 
‘Operation’ area and use the drop- 










The HTML presentation option creates a Java 

applet and a supporting HTML document. The 
exported files include a wf-player folder containing the 
WireFusion player, and a second that takes on your 
previously defined presentation name, and includes all 
the resources for your presentation. 








down options to choose the ‘a*b’ 
entry. Finally, set the initial value of b 
to ‘6’ and tick the radio button ‘a is 


set’. This will then instruct the ‘Match’ 
object to send out the result after the 
incoming value ‘a’ (the seconds) has 
been set. 

With the maths complete, all that 
is now required is to right-click the 
‘Second Angles’ object and choose 
the Out Ports | Result to the In Ports | 
Set Rotation Angle option of our 
‘Second Hand’ image. Sit back and 
preview the file, which should finally 
show the second hand rotating 
around the clock face. PCP 





Add-on Gallery 

A key feature of 
WireFusion’s strength is 
its extensibility, here via 
the handy Add-on button 









Layers 

Change the stacking 
order of visible 
elements with drag 
and drop simplicity 


List View (2) 
Visualise how 
individual objects 
are linked to and 
from one another 


Wire View 
Switching into ‘Wire 
View’ provides a 
more object- 
oriented approach 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


A 


The Demicron website 
(www.demicron.com) 
provides further related 
information. Alternatively, 
may want to check out the 
Java Boutique (http:// 
javaboutique.internet.com) 
for more general information 
about Java applets. 


Email SuperDisc 
problems to peplus. 
support@futurenet.co.uk 





The HTML file itself can now be modified with 
the necessary code adapted to integrate neatly 
into your existing website. The code is clearly 
commented and you can reuse the wf-player directory 
across multiple WireFusion projects, if your site 
contains multiple projects to reduce caching time. 
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TUTORIALS 


FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £35 


MULTIMEDIA UTILITY 


CyberLink PowerProducer 1 





You've built an impressive collection of home movies and digital photos, so why not share 
them with your friends and family? PowerProducer can capture video directly, or import 
movie files or stills, before automatically creating a simple menu for you 


CPU 450MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98SE or later 


Register online at www.gocyberlink. 
com/cdkey.jsp?ID=1165 


PowerProducer 2 Gold 
Although still a powerful tool in its own 
right, PowerProducer 1 comes with an 
MPEG 1 encoder only. This means it's 
limited to producing VCD projects with 
a maximum resolution of 352x28. For 
SVCD output (480x576), or full DVD 
resolution, you'll need to upgrade to 
CyberLink PowerProducer 2 Gold. 

This means you'll get enhanced 
video capturing from DVD, TV, 
webcams and capture cards. 
Streaming Rendering technology 
renders on-the-fly, capturing and 
burning movies in one step. 

Visit CyberLink’ website for more 
details. As of writing, www.amazon. 
co.uk will deliver a boxed version for 
only £18, plus postage. 


www.gocyberlink.com 


n a move that’s astonished 

the family, your old granny 

has finally joined the 21st 
Century. She's bought a DVD player. 
OK, it's not a PC, but this still means 
you can finally send her some of 
your family movies. And with 
PowerProducer, it will only take a 
few minutes. 


El Choose a video source Launch 
PowerProducer and click the ‘Produce 
Movie Disc’ image. Next, youd normally 
choose the disc type and video quality 
but, in this version, youre restricted to 


‘CyberLink - PowerProducer 


"CyberLinky Me o e 


high-quality VCD projects. Click ‘Next’ 
(the green arrow pointing to the right). 

To capture live video, choose the 
appropriate hardware from the ‘Video 
Devices’ list, then click ‘Record’. But in 
this case, were going to use existing 
movies, so click ‘Import Video Files’ and 
choose any youd like to share. 


E Enter the editing suite The disc 
timeline should now contain an icon for 
each video file. Chances are theyre not 
in the right order, though, so use the left 
and right arrows to move the currently 
selected clip to its rightful position. 





Preview 


Extra Features 


Now Playing: 





ees ee ee E 


WH Include menus 





00:00:22 





An intuitive, user-friendly interface ensures your VCD projects are simple to compile and 
even easier to burn to disc. Who needs a DVD player to watch great movies? 


Customise your movie with advanced authoring 


Ehen mh -Parara 
A ng - Customize Menu 


SSE a EY ae oe 


= SB 


By default, PowerProducer uses a ‘Business’ 

template to produce your VCD menu. Is this 
really what you want? Probably not, so click 
‘Authoring’ and choose a different theme. Now, you 
can experiment with other layouts, backgrounds, 
styles and frames to suit your requirements. 








Dew Eyin m 


GED Ey l= ater Í 


Beam 
© g 
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It's a good idea to separate lengthy movies into 

chapters, so viewers can jump straight to their 
favourite bits. Click ‘Set Chapters’ and select ‘Set 
chapters by scene detection’ before clicking ‘Start’. 
PowerProducer will automatically generate a chapter 
image for each scene in your movie. 
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Although its nice to share, maybe 
your gran doesn't need to see the full 
four-hour footage of this year's summer 
holiday. Dont worry, Gran! Click on any 
video you want to shorten and select 
‘Edit Titles’ to trim it down to size. 

Use the Preview window to play a 
sample of each movie and check its 
volume. If one clip is much louder or 
quieter than the others, adjust the 
volume bar accordingly. Click ‘Next’ 
when youre happy, 


E Customised menus The Preview’ 
screen displays a default menu to 
preview the finished disc. But what if 
you have design ideas of your own? 

For more options, click Authoring’. 
Here, you can choose different 
backgrounds and templates for the 
menus, set chapters, and even adjust 
brightness, contrast, colour or 
sharpness to compensate for possible 
picture problems (see the tutorial below 
more information). 

When your'e done, click ‘Next’ and 
make sure theres an empty CD in your 
burner. Select ‘Finish’ and PowerProducer 
will complete the disc for you. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


What exactly is VCD? Video Help 
(www.videohelp.com) has all the 
answers you need. 


Email SuperDisc problems to pcplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk 














Even brilliant movie makers with leading-edge 

kit occasionally produce movies that don’t look 
so good. If you have a clip that’s overly soft, or has 
the wrong colour balance and contrast, click ‘Adjust 
Colour’. Tweak the picture settings and click ‘Apply’ if 
things look better than they did previously. 


SCREEN RECORDER 


Camtasia 3 


FULL PROGRAM 
WORTH £83 








Camtasia captures activity on your PC screen and enables you to edit it with added 
narration, captions and more. You can export to QuickTime, AVI, RealMedia, Windows Media 
and animated GIF making this an ideal way to create movies for computer-based training 


e could explain the new 
features of Windows XP SP2 
with text, but that could 
involve endless pages of it. And why 
bother the trees when Camtasia offers 
a quicker and simpler alternative? As 
an example, we'll use the program to 
describe how you can configure the 
new IE Pop-up Blocker, and turn the 
video into a file you can email to 
others, or place on a website. 






E Prepare and rehearse Camtasia 
records exactly what's happening on 
your screen, every click and mouse 
move, so its wise to rehearse the steps 
youre going to take. Here, were going 
to click Tools | Pop-up Blocker | Pop-up 
Blocker Settings, clear the ‘Show 
information bar’ option and look at the 
‘Filter Level’ list. Once you know exactly 
what youfe going to do, close the Pop- 
up Blocker Settings dialog but leave 
Internet Explorer running. 


E Capture settings Launch 
Camtasia Recorder, and click Capture | 
Input | Window. This tells the program 
that we'll be recording one specific 
application rather than the whole 
screen. Next, choose Capture | Output 
| File, as we want the results to be 
saved to disk. 

Finally, click Effects | Cursor | Show 
Cursor to record the movements of the 
mouse cursor as you navigate around 


Effects Settings 


Annotation | Audio | Cursor | Watermark | Zoom | 


(I Camtasia Producer - Untitled * 
File Edit Yiew Clip Tools Help 





aah ER AE HS @ & 2 


3 Google - Microsoft Internet Explorer provided by evesham. com 


Pop-up Blocker Sellings 


n =accatons 
Beach. jpg 


Pcp-ups ara curently blocked ‘You can allow pop-ups Irom specilic 
W'sb sites by adding Ihs sie to :he list selow. 
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What's the point in writing out a long, detailed list of instructions to explain things (like 











Play/Pause Space 

Stop Period h 
Beginning Home 

End End 


how to configure IE's new pop-up blocker) when you can film it instead? 


the screen. This looks much better, as 
long as you really have practised and 
the cursor moves straight to the 
required option each time. 


E Action! Click Capture | Record and 
move the mouse cursor around your 
screen. Camtasia will highlight any 
window areas it can record. Move the 
cursor over the Internet Explorer title bar 
until its completely surrounded with a 
green line and click the left mouse 
button. Camtasia will immediately begin 
recording, so work through the steps we 


described earlier: click Tools | Pop-up 
Blocker | Pop-up Blocker Settings, clear 
the ‘Show information bar’ option, and 
so on. Click ‘Close’ when youre done 
and press [F9] to pause the recording. In 
Camtasia, click Capture | Stop, choose a 
folder and name, and create an AVI file 
of the steps you've just made. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Customise your movies with 
VirtualDub (www.virtualdub.org). 


Email SuperDisc problems to peplus. 
support@futurenet.co.uk 


Pack and Show 
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. Show Time/Date for [3 seconds Options... | 








— Caption 


[ Prompt before capture 


Options... | 
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CPU 90MHZz or higher 
RAM 16MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


Generated automatically during 
installation 


UPGRADE 
Save £40 


Spend some time playing with 
Camtasia and you might think it's the 
most powerful screen capture tool 
around. But thats probably because 
you haven't seen Camtasia Studio. 

This version lets you embed video 
clips within your movies, with native 
support for WMV, AVI and MPEG files, 
and you get 18 new video transitions 
for using between clips. It's also 
possible to add annotations to your 
movie, including callouts, text boxes, 
highlights and custom bitmaps. Finally, 
improved audio options make it easy 
to add and edit a voice narration, too. 

All this can be yours for £155 (£128 
ex VAT), more than £40 off the usual 
price. Visit OBS (www.qbssoftware. 
com/CamtasiaPCPLUSOffer) and enter 
the CSPCPLUS; Grey Matter (www. 
greymatter.com/camtasiaspecial), or 
Insight (www.uk.insight.com). Offer 
closes 21 December 2004. 








www.techsmith.com 


[Pop-up Blocker -] E | 


Executable File Hame 


|Popupblocker.exe a | 











~ Highlight 


Width: Ẹ pixels 





The steps we've described will give you a movie 

showing exactly what's happened on-screen, but 
Camtasia can do so much more. Want to add a text 
caption? Click Effects | Annotation | Add Caption, then 
Effects | Settings | Annotation, enter your choice of 
caption, and click ‘Options’ to set its position. 


C] Color... 





Were you slow off the mark when starting to 

record your movie, leaving a few seconds of 
inactivity? Launch Camtasia, then drag and drop a 
video into the preview window. Click and drag the 
mouse cursor over the timeline, selecting an area you'd 
like to delete, then select Edit | Remove from Movie. 


Player Options 


W Include TSCC Codec Installer 
MW Use Camtasia Player 





Drag your clip from the preview window into the 

timeline. You can now build a longer movie by 
adding other clips, if you like. Finally, click ‘File’, then 
‘Produce Movie’ to build an AVI video, ‘Production 
Wizard’ for other output formats, or ‘Pack and Show’ 
to produce a standalone EXE file to display the movie. 
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FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £441 


PERSONAL INFORMATION MANAGER 


TCM 4000-AAA PE Version + 








In a world filled with contacts, information, addresses, websites and phone numbers, It’s 
often difficult to store and search your information intelligently. The snappily titled TCM 
4000-AAA Personal Expenses version + Workflow System 2 helps you do just that 


LT a 
CPU 300Mtz or faster 


RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


After installation, you'll be guided 
to a website where you'll be 
required to register 


UPGRADE 


Save £928! 
TCM4000-AAA offers excellent value 
but its not cheap. A copy of the Core 
Module normally costs £464 (£395 ex 
VAT) and the price for a three-user 
network is £1,392 (£1,185 ex VAT). 
However, you can save a whopping 
£928 (£790 ex VAT) with the PC Plus 
Readers Offer. Just buy one copy for 
the full price of £464 and receive a 
three-user network enabled version 
and begin to work as a team! To take 
advantage of this offer, contact Apt 
Projects by either emailing 
sales @aptprojects.com or 
telephoning 01427 87 5103 








WWwW.aptprojects.com 


CM 4000-AAA is an 
Ty interesting tool in that way it 
enables you to store any 
information you like. Its extended 
scope and included features makes it 
an essential tool for running an 


efficient business. 





El The interface Jo get started with 
TCM 4000-AAA, we'll initially discuss 
the concept of a database and browse 
through the interface before exploring 
how to make use of the software. 
When you know the basics, TCM 4000- 
AAA is an intuitive program and its 
incredibly flexible. 

You may well have used a 
database in other areas of computing, 
but the database that drives part of 
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Creating ‘To dos’ 


“vte-do tet | Erdin CEM Big Bonn: | Makderancr Cordes | Farm Shtarissir neliti | + | 
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To dos are a common facet of most businesses 

and most people’s lives, and they're seamlessly 
integrated into TCM 4000-AAA. To create a to-do list, 
first click on the ‘To-Do’ button on the main toolbar. 
This will load the general to-do interface. 
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E To-Do properties 


wet 


The tables view in TCM 4000-AAA enables you to add new 
methods of storing information to the database. 


Type: | & Phonecall =] 


Message: Ring Steve Jones about the contract 


Due by: [Fria October 2004 E 5:30pm 
Privacy: [Pubic (visible to everyone) x ] 


To add a new to-do task, double-click on the 
main list part of the interface and fill in the 
details of your task. You can categorise the to-do and 
set its status, plus ask it to send regular reminders to 

ensure you don't ignore it! 


TCM 4000-AAA is specifically designed 
for storing information relevant to your 
personal and business contacts. In 
addition to storing addresses, TCM 
4000-AAA can be used to store 
associated assets, which are part of 
your business or personal life. Another 
useful area in which TCM 4000-AAA 
can be used is in storing all 
correspondence that goes in and 

out of your organisation. 

Ultimately, its strength lies in the 
fact that it enables you to define what 
kind of information to store and how to 
store it. This kind of unlimited flexibility 
is accessible within the consistent user- 
interface, and you'll never need to 
resort to complex programming and 
scripts to fine tune the system. The 
concept of the 
database in TCM 
4000-AAA is more 
like a place to put 
your information, 
using the interface 
as opposed to a 
database. 


A Using the 
database If you 
click on the 
‘Database’ toolbar 
button on the 
main interface, 


with a number of 


Fj To-Do list 


for: | Administrator 


Status; | Hot yet started 7] 


Reminders: |C] At the time a 
O 1 minute before 
O 2 minutes before 
O 6 minutes before >| 


i Administrator has 2 days 2 hours left to do this task 


you'll see a screen 


different sections. TCM 4000-AAA holds 
the vast majority of information within 
special folders that are a familiar part of 
everyday computer use. Within these 
folders, you can have subfolders 
organised any way you like. The usual 
way of organising these contacts is to 
have a main category folder and then 
have company subfolders. In each 
company subfolder, you can have a 

list of contacts. 

On the left of the main screen, you 
can see the main database categories, 
such as Customers, Dealers, Family & 
Friends and Finances. In the top-left 
part of the box, theres a blue area 
where you can add different types of 
information to the database. If you click 
on Add a company plus Contacts’, a 
new screen will appear in which you 
can add the relevant details for that 
company. Whenever you've filled in the 
details, you'll be returned to the main 
database. If you now click on the 
‘Customers’ folder, you'll see the 
company you just entered as a 
subfolder. When you add any 
information to TCM 4000-AAA, its 
typically made available in this simple 
to use directory structure. 


Ei Making changes TCM 4000-AAA 
is useful in that you can define your 
own types of information for your 
database. If you select your recently 
added company folder and look in the 
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Many programs have to-do lists built into them, 

but this is special as it includes specific 
categories of to-do lists. These are available as tabs in 
the main to-do sub-window. They can be particularly 
useful in certain business uses of TCM 4000-AAA. 


The interface at a glance... 


Notes 

You can add 
miscellaneous 
notes with this 
button 







Database 

For access to your 
main contact and 
information 
database 


New 

For creating a 
new contact 
to add to the 





database 
Call In 
ay Wizard 
This enables : T aaia 
you to log ky i 
an incoming Call In 
phone call 


Call Out 
Funnily enough, 
this is used for 
logging outgoing 
phone calls 


Call Out 


lower part of the right side of the 
window, you'll see a button called 
‘Edit/Add to’. When you click on this 
button, you'll see the familiar data entry 
screen for the company. You can see 
there are a number of additional tab 
pages that can contain additional 
information, and buttons with ‘User 
Defined’ written on them. Every form 
(including predefined ones) can be 
edited and modified. 

On the left side of the window is a 
link called ‘Change the database fields’. 
When you click on the link, you'll be 
presented with a dialog box to 
customise the properties for each field. 
To use this screen, select the field from 











Se 
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the drop-down combo box and edit 
the properties underneath. As an 
example, if you didn't want a text entry 
box for a certain field, and wanted to 
create a pop-up calendar instead, you 
can use the Appearance property to 
select this. 

In addition to adjusting any of the 
database fields, the list of links on the 
lower part of the left side of this screen 
enables you to change anything in the 
database. This expansive configurability 
is a great bonus, when storing complex 
types of information that other tools 
cant handle. 

TCM 4000-AAA includes plenty of 
high-quality documentation and video 


Storing diary events 
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Within TCM 4000-AAA, you can store meetings, 
appointments and other dates using the ‘Diary’ 
part of the program. To load this mode, click on the 
‘Diary’ icon on the main toolbar and the main interface 
will be displayed with the calendar on the left. 


E Appointment properties 


Appointment | Recurrence | 


Type: ja Meeting =] 


waith: 


Message: [Meeting with Jim Hollis 


Begins: [wea, 17 November 2004 2:00pm 


Finishes: wea, 17 Hovember 2004 =] 2:29pm 
Privacy: | Public (visible to everyone) ~] 


Reminders: |C] At the time a 
O 1 minute before 
O 2 minutes before 
O 5 minutes before x| 


To add an event, select the day of the event from 
the small calendar in the top left-hand corner of 
the interface and then double-click the time in the 
body of the window. A dialog box will appear in which 
you can enter the details of the event. 
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Welcome Reference Website 
Find help and This is more 
information about extensive as a = 
using the software help guide Website 





tutorials. This information is scattered 
across the application in the 

different modes, and you'll find useful 
notes when you select different 
features in the interface. What's 
particularly helpful about these notes 
is that they'll link to related parts of 
the interface. As an example, if you 
look at the Viewing Events notes in 
the main database screen, there are 
links to the Adjusted Times Options 
and other options for Viewing Events. 
These links ensure that you rarely 
need to read an entire manual on 
how to use the software and simply 
use instructional advice as you use 
TCM 4000-AAA. PCP 
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This enables you 
to send files to your 
managed website 

















Search 

Find different 

types of information 
using different sets 
of criteria. 


Tables 

Define how 

your database is 
managed in a more 
detailed way 


To-Do 

Manage your To-Do 
lists (organised 
tasks) by using 
this feature 


Calendar 
Quick access to 
your calendar is 
vital if you're a 
busy body! 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


A 


TCM is a very modular 
system, and highly 
extensible. Consult the 
main website to see what 
other features you can 
plug into it, and how best 
to use them. 


Email SuperDisc problems 
to pcplus. 
support@futurenet.co.uk 





A useful feature in the ‘Diary’ is the different 

ways in which the diary can be displayed. The 
icons above the small calendar provide a variety of 
different methods of looking at your events and 
grouping together different months of the year. 
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FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £464 


SOURCE CONTROL SYSTEM 





Seapine Surround SCM 2.1.4 





Anyone who's performed any amount of programming for a large project will know how 
important source code control is. Seapine Surround SCM provides a solid and consistent 
source control system with a wide range of features. 


REQUIREMENTS | 
CPU 100MHZz or faster 


RAM 256MB 
OS Windows XP 


SERIAL CODE 


To get the license key to use Surround 
SCM 2.14, visit www.seapine.co.uk/ 
scm214pcplus.html 


UPGRADE 


15% off first purchase 
Surround SCM is available for £557 
(named licence, which includes £74 
compulsory first year maintenance, 
£474 ex VAT) or £1,403 (floating licence, 
including first year maintenance, £1,194 
ex VAT), but Seapine are offering a 

15 per cent discount on the purchase 
of Surround SCM for new users (this 
does not relate to existing users) until 
the 23 December 2004. To take 
advantage of this offer, you should 
quote ‘PCPlus Offer’ when purchasing 
the software. Visit www.seapine.co.uk 
to buy the software. 


he aim of Seapine Surround 
Q SCM is to provide a method 

of organising and sorting 
source code so that it is more 
manageable. Before we can get 
started with Seapine Surround SCM, 
we'll need to configure the licence 
server to allow us to start using it. 





E Setting up a licensed server 
After installation, click on Start | 
Programs | Seapine Software | Seapine 
License Server | Seapine License Server 
Admin. Enter the username 
Administrator’ and leave the password 
blank and you'll be taken to the 
administration interface. Now click on 
‘Licenses’, and use the Add’ button to 
add the serial number. You'll need to 
assign the licence to the Administrator 
user. If you click on the ‘Global Users’ 
button, you can select the 
Administrator’, ‘system entry’ and click 
on the ‘Edit’ button. Select the 
‘Licenses’ tab and select the ‘Use 
named license (1 Configured, 0 
Available)’ radio button. 

With our licence server configured, 
were now ready to begin using 
Seapine Surround SCM. Our first step is 
to create a new server that will store 
our source code. 


A Creating a new Server You can 
run the Seapine SCM Server by clicking 
on Start | Programs | Surround SCM | 
Surround SCM Server. You will see a 
small icon appear in the system tray 
and you can right-click to terminate it, if 


Branch: [Main 
Repository: [Main 
Path: JC:\puttysource Browse... | 
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Importing code into Seapine Surround SCM is a simple process. 
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Although the interface can sometimes look rather complex, Seapine works well when 


you've got used to its various idiosyncrasies. 


needed. We are now ready to run the 
main client interface that will interface 
with the Seapine SCM Server. 

To run the client, click on Start | 
Programs | Surround SCM | Surround 
SCM Client. When the client starts you 
will be asked to log in. If you click on 
‘Setup’, then click on the Add’ button, 
you can add a server name and 
address. Add ‘localhost’ (without single 
quotes) for both of these text boxes. 
This will create a server on the current 
computer. Now click on ‘Close’ to return 
to the log-in box. Ensure you select the 
server you created and log in with the 
username Administrator’. 

When you log into the client, you 
will need to create a main branch in 
the source code tree that indicates 
where your source code is stored. A 
dialog box will ask you to do this, and 
you should call the branch ‘Main’ and 
accept the defaults in the dialog box. 


Play with some ‘Putty’ In order to 
add some source code to the branch, 
we need to find some source code to 
play with. A good start is to grab some 
for free on the Internet, so you can use 
it to familiarise yourself with how 
Seapine Surround SCM works. Grab a 
zip file containing some source code 
from the Putty site. Go to www.chiark. 
greenend.org.uk/~sgtatham/putty/ 
download.html, scroll down and 
download the zip file in the 
‘Development source code for all 


platforms’ section. When you've 
downloaded the code, extract it into a 
directory on your hard disk. 

To import it into Seapine Surround 
SCM, right-click on the ‘Main’ entry in 
the ‘Repositories’ pane and select Add 
Files’. Use the ‘Browse’ button to locate 
the path where you installed the code. 
All the files and subdirectories will 
appear in the main portion of the 
dialog box. Select all these entries, and 
ensure that you select the ‘Recursive’ 
checkbox (this recurses into directories 
to include files). Finally, click on ‘OK’ and 
the files will be added to the branch. 

If you edit your code outside of the 
Surround SCM client, when you log into 
the client the next time, you'll see that 
the changed files will be marked as 
modified. You can then check them 
back into the server. This gives you the 
opportunity to develop your code first 
and check in after. Some people find 
this more convenient. 

Seapine Surround SCM is a 
large and expansive tool with a lot 
of functionality. The online help and 
Seapine website (www.seapine.com) 
are great resources to help you get 
Started. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Learn more about Surround SCM at 
the excellent discussion forums at 
www.seapine.com/cgi-bin/dcforum 
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VIRTUAL CONFERENCE TOOL 





AliceStreet Conference Center 1.0 





Conference calls and instant messaging are two ways to have a meeting with colleagues 
who are not in the same location, but AliceStreet has gone one step further to create a truly 
virtual conference room with voice and video chat 


CPU Pentium or faster 

RAM 64MB 

OS Windows 98 or later 

OTHER 3D graphics card, full duplex 
soundcard, DirectX 8.1 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


A serial code is not required 


UPGRADE 


To upgrade to the latest version, 
which includes support for NAT 
traversal, user authentication and bug 
fixes, contact AliceStreet either by 
email (sales@alicestreet.com) 

or by telephone: 0207 748 0780 


www.alicestreet.com 


he AliceStreet concept is a 
Q clever one. When you need 

to have a meeting with your 
business colleagues, you would 
normally meet together in a room 
with all of the usual meeting 
components — a table, a 
presentation projector and the 
ability to talk to each in both spoken 
and visual ways. This hands-on 
approach to meetings can often be 
a problem when not everyone is in 
the vicinity, and other means of 
communication is needed. 

The problem with telephones, 
instant messaging or email is that 
generic conversation and debates are 
difficult to achieve over largely linear 
communication channels. As an 
example, if you are on the phone 
talking to someone, you are 
communicating using a single channel, 
your voice, and this locks out visual 
content such as prepared slides. Also 
the body language that people give 
out in meetings can only be read if you 
are physically in the room with them. 
This means that an extra aspect of 
communication is taken away when 
talking to people on the phone or 
liaising via instant messaging and 
email. How many times have you met 
someone, and the words that they are 
saying make perfect sense, but their 
body language is telling a different, 
and often contradictory, story? 
AliceStreet Conference Center helps 
to quash many of these limitations 
involved in conventional 
communication over long distances. 


E Meeting up When you run the 
server, you can use the AliceStreet web 
client (an ActiveX plug-in that works in 
Internet Explorer, but not Mozilla Firefox) 
to connect to a running server. When 
this connection is made, you will see 
the other people in the room as a 
series of video feeds or a still image if 
the user doesn't have a webcam. In 
addition to these feeds, the audio from 
each microphone can be heard by all 
members of the conference. 


A Making eye contact Using 
AliceStreet Conference Center is as easy 
as clicking on a single mouse button 
and moving the mouse. In the top 


tg Ale Street ComMerence Center 





AliceStreet gives you the chance to sit in a virtual conference room (above), and the 
integration of PowerPoint slides makes AliceStreet a really useful conference tool (below). 


Alm Street Comderernice Cente 


right-hand corner of the interface is a 
large ‘Look’ button. When you click on 
here and move the mouse, you will 
change the viewpoint of the main 3D 
interface. If you move your view, the 
other users in the conference will see 
your video move to focus in the 
direction you are looking. This gives the 
other members of the conference an 
idea of who or what youre looking at, 
and vice versa. 


E Presenting One very useful part 
of AliceStreet Conference Center is the 
ability to load Microsoft Powerpoint 
presentations and use them as a focus 
point for the meeting. When you load 
the presentation, it will appear on the 
wall on one side of the 3D conference 
room. You can move your viewpoint to 
look at the slides, and use the mouse 
wheel or arrow keys to zoom in and 
out. Another useful feature is that you 
can double-click on the presentation 
feed to have It appear as a second 
window on your desktop. This gives 





you the ability to look at the 
presentation and watch other feeds at 
the same time — something you cant 
do in a real conference, unless you 
have an elaborate (and slightly 
desperate) set of mirrors set up... 
AliceStreet Conference Center is a 
powerful and simple-to-use tool. 
When combined with a reasonable 
Internet connection, it can prove be 
a more compelling multi-person 
conference experience than any other 
type of conferencing. Apart from 
actually improving communication, 
AliceStreet also brings a lot of fun 
to a conference and Is rather novel, for 
new users of the software. PCP 


FURTHER SUPPORT 


A 





The documentation that supports 
the software, in particular the 
Administrators Guide and Quick 
Install’ guide, will help you get up 
and running in no time! 


Email SuperDisc problems to peplus. 
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SECURITY 





Dekart Private Disk 2.02 





Create one or more virtual disks on your hard drive with ease. Mount a disk and it's visible from 
Explorer and all Windows apps, so you can access all your confidential files there. Remove the 
disk and your data is held in a single encrypted file, hidden from potential snoopers 


REQUIREMENTS | 
CPU 133MHz Pentium 


RAM 32MB RAM 
OS Windows 98 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


A serial code is not required 


UPGRADE 


Save 20% 


So why should you bother upgrading 
to the latest version of Private Disk 
(2.03)? Extra security is one reason, 
with the previous 128-bit AES algorithm 
replaced by a 256-bit version. 

The program is easier to use, too, 
thanks to an option to automatically 
mount specified virtual disks when the 
system starts, so no more manual 
browsing for the disk file. (It's still 
possible to do this for security reasons, 
if you prefer) 

Other new features include support 
for script execution from the command 
line, and the ability to explore a virtual 
disk manually from within Private Disk 
(no need to connect first). 

The regular Private Disk licence is 
£25, but PC Plus readers can order the 
program at a 20 per cent discount (just 
£20). Point your browser at WWW. 
dekart.com/pcplus, read the 
information regarding the special offer 
and use the coupon code tr56d3¢fcx. 


www.dekart.com 


1' Dekart Private Disk 


2 


Options | Recovery 


system. 





hether it’s financial 
information, password 
reminders, reports or 


documents from work, chances are 
your PC holds at least some 
confidential data. Fortunately, 
Dekart Private Disk makes it easy to 
protect your private files with a 
minimum of effort and no 
encryption knowledge required. 
Learn how to create, mount and hide 
virtual drives and no one will ever 
know there's anything to find. 


El Create a disk Launch Private Disk 
and you'll see its control panel (right- 
click on the programs system tray icon 
and select ‘Control Panel’ if not). The 
most important security options are 
displayed right here in the disk section, 
but most of them have no use until 
we've built our first drive. Click on 
‘Create’ to get started. 

Virtual disks are stored on your hard 
drive as files. Where you store them is 
entirely up to you. Click ‘Browse’ and 
give the program a folder and name 
for your disk. 

Next, choose a drive letter youd like 
Windows to use for the disk and 
decide on a disk capacity. In Windows 
98 and Me, this is limited to 2GB, but 
Windows N1/2000/XP systems using 
NTFS can support file sizes up to 41B. 
Assuming you've got a big enough 
hard drive, that is. 

Click ‘Create’ and enter a password 
you'll use to encrypt the drive. Don't go 


Mounts a virtual encrypted disk in the operating 


Creates, activates and formats a new virtual 


encrypted disk, 


Erases a virtual encrypted disk. 


Allows to view and change some virtual 


encripted disk properties. 





Who said encryption had to be complicated? Virtually everything Private Disk 
does is controlled from one, straightforward control panel. 
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Your confidential data is hidden away in a single encrypted file. It’s best to avoid 
calling it MySecretFiles.dpd, so no one will ever know it’s there. 


for something obvious, like ‘password’, 
but at the same time, it must be 
something you'll remember. Because 
theres no ‘back door’ here, if you forget 
the password to an encrypted drive, 
any stored data is lost. 

Finally, Windows must format the 
disk before it can be used. Click ‘Start’ 
to do this (it will only take a moment). 


A Drag and drop Private Disk should 
now have added a new tab to the 
Control Panel, headed by the drive 
letter you selected earlier. You'll find 
that Explorer also contains an icon for 
the new virtual disk. 

This ought to be enough to 
convince you that the disk is accessible 
from any Windows application. But if 
youre the sceptical type... open a copy 
of your favourite program and create a 
file or two on the virtual drive. Drag and 
drop a few files across from within 
Explorer, too. 

Once youre happy that it works just 
like any other drive, switch back to 
Private Disk, choose the tab for your 
virtual drive and click ‘Disconnect’, and 
that's it! The drive disappears from 
Explorer, and any files you moved to It 
are no longer visible. 

When you need to work with them 
again, click the ‘Disk’ tab and select 
‘Connect’. Point Private Disk at the file 
you created earlier, enter the password, 
and the virtual drive is once more 
ready for use. 


Ø Extra security tips You already 
know enough to make good use of 
Private Disk, hiding your confidential 
files away in its secure virtual drives. 
Browse the program options, though, 
and you'll find a few other ideas that 
could make it even easier to use, or 
perhaps more secure. 

Checking ‘Run automatically on 
System start’ will make Private Disk 
always available, for instance. 

You can also associate private 
disks with the .dpd file extension (this 
happens by default), but theres no 
reason why you cant use another file 
extension for even greater security, 
perhaps calling your 2MB virtual drive 
‘holiday.bmp’. 

One potential issue with Private Disk 
is you may leave your PC running with 
it still active. If so, any passer-by could 
launch Explorer, see the extra drives 
and be tempted to investigate. If this is 
an issue for you, then use the hotkey 
[Ctrl]+{Alt]+[F12] to dismount all disks 
and end the program in a single step. 
Choose a new hotkey on the ‘Options’ 
screen if this one clashes with 
something else. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


A 





Private Disk uses Advanced Encryption 
Standards to protect your data. Find 
out more at http://csrc.nist.gov/ 
CryptoToolkit/aes/aesfact.html. 
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Dynmark International e-txt 





Build a contacts list, then create, send and receive SMS text messages from your desktop 


ext messaging is a quick and 
Q economical way to get your 

message across, whether it's 
aimed at customers, club members 
or employees. Here's how you can 
create and send group messages 
from e-txt, including merge fields for 
a personalised touch. 


E Manage your contacts You 
cant send messages without a list 
of contacts, so click Tools | Organise 
Contacts to get started. 

Next, click on ‘New Contact’ and 
enter your first contact’s details. Repeat 
the process for your other contacts, 
then select ‘New Group’ and either 
define a group, or use the Import tool 
first. This reads in a CSV file you can 
export from applications like Outlook, 
and might save you time. See the Help 
file for more details. 


EA Message shot wizard Click ‘SMS 
Messages’ in the left-hand e-txt 


navigation window and 
select Tools | Message 
Shot Wizard to send a 
text message. 

Step one of the wizard 
asks for ‘recipient 
information’. This is fairly 
Straightforward: click Add 
from contacts’, double-click 
the group name in the 
‘Contacts’ window, and 
select ‘Done’. Then, 
click ‘Next’, 


E Compose and send The next 
Step involves entering the text of any 
message youd like to send. Click 
‘Insert merge field’ if youd like to 
personalise the text, so it might begin 
‘Hi {First Name}’. Click ‘Next’ and 
decide whether recipient responses 
should come to your mobile number, 
or the PC. Finally, click Next | Finish and 
select the ‘Send all messages’ toolbar 
icon to transmit your text. In a few 
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e-txt makes group texting as easy as 
sending an email to your friends. 


short steps, you've improved your text 
messaging capabilities! PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Find out more about how SMS and 
related technologies work at the 
ActiveExperts SMS/GSM Glossary: 


(www.activexperts.com/activsms/ 
smsglossary) 
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CPU 133MHz or faster 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 2000 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


Visit http://dmp.dynmark.com/e- 
txtTrial/ 


UPGRADE 


Buy more credits 

Install e-txt and you'll get credits for 30 
free text messages, so it's worth giving 
the program a try. If you find desktop 
texting useful, then more credits can 
be purchased. 

The smallest purchase is 200 credits 
for £12 (including VAT), which is 6p per 
message. If you're planning a major 
marketing operation and opt for the 
5,000 credit package, then you'll pay 
only £225 at 4.5p per message. 

Visit the e-txt site to read the latest 
price list at www.e-txt.co.uk /message. 
html. And if youd like to order, click 
‘Credits’ within e-txt to launch the ‘Buy 
Message Credits’ wizard. 


www.e-txt.co.uk 





Boost your task-switching speed by clicking on a tiled display of all open windows 


ne day, Microsoft may build 
0) in support for tabbed 

browsing to Internet 
Explorer, but why wait? WinPLOSION 
has an even better way to navigate 
that mass of open windows. Here's 


how to speed up your surfing... 


Ei Business as usual Open a few 
Internet Explorer windows and browse 
the web as normal. Once you've got 
three or more windows open, It can 
become hard to tell which window 
relates to which site. And that's no 
surprise, as all you've got to go on 

in the taskbar is the page title. 

With WinPLOSION installed, theres 
no more trial and error. Just move your 
mouse cursor to the bottom right- 
hand corner of the screen, and the 
program displays tiled, scaled images 
of all your Internet Explorer windows. 
Click on one and it instantly becomes 
the active window. 


E Tweaks and settings 
The hotspot works for any 
application with multiple 
windows, not just for 
Internet Explorer. But if 
youd prefer to choose 
between all of the open 
windows on your system, 
then you need to move 
your mouse cursor to the 
bottom left-hand corner of 
the screen instead. Or, 
simply choose the top left-hand 
corner to minimise all applications 
and display the desktop. 

If the hotspots clash with another 
application on your system, all you 
have to do Is left-click on the 
WinPLOSION system tray icon to change 
them. And make sure that you dont 
miss the Keyboard tab, where it's 
possible for you to set-up quick 
keyboard shortcuts for each of the 
hotspot functions. PCP 
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Forget tabbed browsing, WinPLOSION 
gives you tiled browsing. Switch to the 
window you want with a single click. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Windows does have some shortcuts 
for tiling application windows on your 
screen. Visit www.ismckenzie.com 


archives/002431.html to find out 
more about how to make short work 
of tweaking your settings . 
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CPU 500MHZz or faster 
RAM 128MB RAM 

OS Windows 98 or later 
OTHER 32MB graphics card 


SERIAL CODE 


www.winplosion.com/pcplus/ 
pcplus.php 


UPGRADE 


What's coming next? 

As we write, theres no upgrade 
available, but the WinPLOSION authors 
have told us what they hope will be in 
the next release. There are some 
tweaks for mouse and keyboard 
handling, and the use of dynamic 
windows instead of static screen shots. 
These could even display live video in 
Media Player windows. There's no firm 
release date yet but were told the new 
version should cost around £6. Updates 
will appear on the site. 


www.winplosion.com 
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Wavey's Web 


Want to share a broadband connection? Fancy streaming your MP3 collection around 





the house? Davey Winder investigates the online options for the home networker 


N) etworking is no longer the dark art it 
used be (the domain of the ‘beard and 
sandals’ nerd who never left the office). The 
Internet started the revolution and ADSL pretty 
much sealed the ‘networking for all’ pact. 
Home networking is as much about sharing 
resources (such as broadband connections, 
printers and hard disk space) as it is about 
sharing files. It’s not expensive, it’s not difficult 
and it will change your life. 


ADSLGuide 


www.adsleuide.org.uk 

Nothing has encouraged the take-off of home 
networking quite like broadband. Sure, you can 
network your PCs without it, but sharing a slow 
dial-up Internet connection cripples your 
networking experience. If you don't already have 
ADSL, use the guide to check on availability. If you 
do, use the guide to see if you can get a better and 
cheaper service. A solid FAQ, user reviews and a 
Savvy speed test make this the ADSL site to visit 
first. If all you want to do is quickly check 
availability, tly www.broadbandchecker.co.uk for a 
no fuss service, while www.dslreports.com provides 
the global picture with hugely popular forums and, 
finally, www.broadband-help.com is a UK site 
dedicated to answering your broadband questions. 


Ve EGuide 


Your Guide to Broadband Internet 


® Latest News 

ə News Archive 

è Beginners Guide 

® How ADSL Works 

® Questions & Answers 
o Reviews 


Welcome to ADSLguide.org.uk! 


Internet Connection Sharing 
www..internet-sharing.com 

Its possible to use the Windows XP built-in ‘Internet 
Connection Sharing’ feature to spread your 
broadband or dial-up connection around the home. 
It's not difficult, but you can run into annoying 





problems quite easily. This is where the Internet 
Sharing website comes in, full of practical hands- 
on advice to get the most out of ICS. It's perhaps a 
bit of a strained link, but sharing your printer 
between networked PCs can also be made easy by 
using a print server. These small devices plug into 
your printer, and can provide connectivity by way of 
Wi-Fi, Bluetooth or USB. See D-Link (www.d-link. 
co.uk) for a selection of cheap and cheerful 
solutions that don't require your PC to remain on to 
use the printer. 


Where can I find more 
about Internet connection 
sharing? 
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Linux Home Networking 
www.linuxhomenetworking.com 

Not everyone wants to base their home network 
on Microsoft software. Indeed, for many people, 
home networking includes home web hosting, and 
the vast majority of these network rebels will be 
taking the Linux route. Linux Home Networking is a 


Site of the month 


Practically Networked 


The most difficult decision facing any home 
networker is what kit to use in the first place. 
Hubs, switches, routers, wired, wireless — it’s all 
rather confusing. SEG (www.seg.co.uk) sells the 
Rolls Royce of routers, including one that lets you 


plug your regular telephone into it for Voice Over IP 


calls. Lindy (www.lindy.co.uk) has its HomePlug 
Powerline products that do the networking over 


www.practicallynetworked.com 


the electricity supply — true plug-and-play. Linksys 
(www.linksys.com) and Buffalo (www.buffalo- 
technology.com) rule the roost for power-packed 
yet affordable hubs and routers. Practically 
Networked is the missing link, helping you to 
make sense of all those choice by providing in- 
depth product reviews, as well as troubleshooting 
and tutorials for once youre set up and running. 


If you know of an essential website, or are involved in a worthy contender 
for the title, then please let me know at waveysweb@futurenet.co.uk 








Davey Winder 


waveysweb @futurenet.co.uk 


Davey is working on a 64-bit 
toaster that browns pre- 
specified areas of a slice for a 
more even eating experience 





huge, sprawling guide to every aspect of home 
networking with Linux and running a web server 
without hassle. It'S presented as a web-based 
eBook, complete with detailed chapter links that 
make it easy to get around. A textbook such as this 
would cost a small fortune in the shops, but this 
chap lets you have it for free in true open source 
style. You can support him by buying it in PDF 
format rather than printing the HTML and, at 
approximately £2.50, it won't bankrupt you. 
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Quick fix notes for advanced beginners 





Connected Home 
www.connectedhomemag.com 
An addictive combination of opinion and practical 
advice make for interesting and helpful reading at 
this eclectic magazine site. If you want to control 
your curtains with your computer, listen to MP3s in 
the living-room, or simply get the best from 
networking in a domestic environment, you'll find 
something that suits. The site is split into three 
zones that cover working, networking and 
entertaining at home, and articles are pitched 
everywhere, from 
Connected newbie level to good 

, “| techie stuff. Product 
reviews, news, features, 
polls and a healthy 
reader forum cover all 
bases (PC Plus online 
readers will be right at 
home), and it's free! 
Read the ‘Top 10 
Mistakes in the 
Connected Home’ so 
you dont make them 
yourself. 
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